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	1. The Mission

A/N: this is the first time I've written any sort of fanfiction in a while. I definitely wasn't planning on writing one, and then I caught the HTTYD bug after watching the first season of TV show on Netflix. This took me a couple days to write and a couple more to think about and then not actually do any writing. Meanwhile, I was trying to balance work and the course I am taking (those two things combined usually takes me from 5AM to around 7-8PM). Suffice to say that if the story gains traction then I'll continue it, if not I won't. Not because I'm trying to get as much personal attention as possible, I honestly don't care about internet fame. However, because of my schedule if other people find it interesting/important to them, then I can carve time out of my day to keep it going. If not, I enjoyed writing this and I can appreciate the rest of the story I have very loosely planned out in my head. But there are other, equally enjoyable ways I would also like to spend my free time on. Which is why I unfortunately have to prioritize. Unless someone makes a time freezing device or something. Whatever, enough rambling. Here's the story.

"Wake up, Hiccup!" A loud voice called out, waking Hiccup from his slumber. Someone sharply slapped the side of his precariously balanced helmet, which he had perched on his head to block out the sunlight. As soon as the helmet was freed of its position it dropped to the floor, rattling loudly. Hiccup blinked his eyes in annoyance at both the sudden, loud wakeup, and at the unmerciful sun which shone right into his eyeballs.

"What in the hell was that for?" He said, squinting up at the man who woke him so rudely.

"We got a mission. Sgt Gobber wants us all packed and ready to go in two hours,"

"Fine, I'll get my shit packed… in an hour," Hiccup replied, reaching for his helmet again. The man kicked his leg again.

"Sgt Gobber says do it now." Hiccup let out a stream of epithets.

"Fine, I'll do it now. No need to be such a dick about it, Snot." The short, stocky SAW gunner who woke him stiffened at his recently acquired nickname. A name that he did not like, but nonetheless had 'achieved' during a recent training exercise that happened to coincide with a particularly bad cold. Nearly everyone in the team had to wipe off their gear because of Snot's namesake being out of control. It was as impressive as it was disgusting.

Hendrick "Hiccup" Haddock got up from where he had tried to get a quick nap in, and now that he was fully awake, he took in the full sights, sounds, and smells of 2nd Platoon. Err, Bravo platoon. Berk platoon, as they called it. As one of the scout platoons in Dragon Troop, a reconnaissance troop in the 1st Cavalry Division, Berk platoon had taken upon themselves a Nordic naming convention that ran with the letter 'B'. The commanding officer of Dragon Troop apparently liked Nordic shit, so Dragon Troop became Nordic themed, and someone looked up Nordic locations. Apparently, 'Berk' was the home of an old Viking warrior tribe or some shit. And it was supposedly associated with dragons or something? Hiccup honestly didn't care too greatly about the origin of the name Berk, all he really cared about was that his platoon was the best goddamn platoon in the Troop. I mean, possibly. Probably. They worked together well, and were a close-knit team, and that's what mattered.

His team in Berk Platoon was probably the weirdest group of people he had ever worked with, and that's saying something. Come on, after basic you think you've seen all the weird people in the world, and then you show up to Berk Platoon. Other than the short, strong, sinus-ly challenged Snot, there was Fishlegs, Ruff 'n' Tuff, and Hoff. Fishlegs got his name because of someone dared him to eat the tail of a fish and he said didn't want to eat the fish tail—or at least that's what he was trying to say. The rest of the platoon would remind him of his failure to use the English language properly for the rest of time. Ruff and Tuff were siblings, twins even. Their sibling rivalry and pranks could often grow to absurd levels, leaving Sgt Gobber to label them as the 'roughest and toughest' brother and sister he had ever known. That nickname also stuck. Astrid 'Hoff' Hofferson hadn't really done anything crazy enough to earn her a nickname. She was by far the most aggressive though, she really went hard on the combatives training days. That's probably why the nicknames never stuck. Usually Snot would try to come up with something clever to say and Hoff would wipe the floor with him. So nobody really tried to give her a new nickname, which suited her just fine. Hiccup didn't really mind his nickname, it wasn't the worst thing in the world. He had gotten it day one in Berk Platoon when he reported to his platoon sergeant and he was so nervous he got the hiccups. His platoon sergeant had said something along the lines of "Well, Hiccup, follow Sgt Gobber, you're in his team," and the whole platoon started using it immediately. Speaking of which, Gobber is technically a nickname, although in reality it's the only way the platoon could figure out how to pronounce his name. Sgt Gobber had some kinda crazy-ass polish name with twenty syllables and no vowels, so everyone just called him "Gobber" because the first three letters of his name were 'Gob.' And those people were just the ones in his team, the rest of his platoon was filled with an equally zany cast of characters, straight out of sitcom, it seemed like sometimes. But no matter how insane they seemed, when they went outside the wire they were extremely efficient, didn't waste any unnecessary time. And that's what made Hiccup so proud to be in Berk platoon.

Hiccup paid attention to the platoon leader and platoon sergeant as they briefed Sgt Gobber and the other team leaders. As the Lieutenant went on, Hiccup adjusted his ruck, bringing more of this, less of that. Apparently they got some great intel that a terrorist mid-level leader would be in the area to 'inspect the troops' or some bullshit. So in about 48 hours the whole battalion would be out in force after this guy and his 200+ man terror network. As scouts, they would be going into the nearby mountains, scouting out the routes in and out of the area, because rumor had it, that infantry battalions were known to take up a lot of time and space, and if the whole battalion raid was held up because the roads were unsatisfactory… well heads would roll.

The next few hours were a flurry of things to mundane to keep track of. The usual standard fare before a mission. Ammunition was drawn, water bottles filled, backs were slapped. The usual joviality and bravado of a front line unit about to stare down death for the millionth time, because if they were to pause and truly consider the innumerable ways they could easily die in the next two to three days, they would all become combat ineffective from fear.

Hiccup stood ready with the rest of his squad a few minutes before they were going to leave the relative safety of their forward operating base. He watched as the Blackhawk helicopters slowly descended from the heavens, their taxicab into peril. The steady 'whop-whop-whop-whop' of the rotor blades did little to ease the rock in his stomach. He had been patrolling a billion times already, but this time just felt different. They were going further out than they ever had before, and the consequences of being caught—being attacked by a 200 man militia—felt daunting. He heard Sgt Gobber yell something over the sound of the rotorwash. He couldn't quite make it out, but the unmistakable 'follow me,' hand signal left nothing to the imagination. He lifted his ruck on his back, half crouching half running after Sgt Gobber towards the helicopter, grimacing the whole way as the rotorwash from the helicopters blew wave after wave of sand at him, covering him from head to toe in grime.

He gripped his weapon even tighter as he boarded the chopper, finding an uncomfortable bucket seat between Sgt Gobber and Snot. As soon as the whole chalk boarded, the helicopters flew up about a hundred feet vertically and shot forward at their fastest speed. Hugging the terrain, the trip felt like a mild roller coaster with uncomfortable seats and a really large backpack sitting in your lap. Glancing over the top of his ruck, Hiccup could see everyone had the same approximate look on their face.

A combination of nerves and determination, everyone's face was set in a blank expression, staring at the terrain as it flew past them. The occasional jaw movement or muscle flexing in their neck betrayed their anxiety. No one dared look each other in the eyes, they could not deal with the possibility of letting anyone know that they were afraid of what could happen on this mission. This impromptu scouting mission of an enemy position with hostile army in the vicinity, how could it possibly go wrong? Hiccup tried not to think about it.

The crew chief yelled two words at the top of his lungs, holding up five fingers. Five minutes, got it. Hiccup once again looked out at the terrain, watching as he saw a goat herder tried to maintain control of his terrified animals as the helicopters roared overhead. What if he was part of an early warning system? Were they flying into an ambush? He gripped the handle of his weapon a little harder. The nose of the bird suddenly jerked upwards, slowing the chopper landed roughly on the side of a mountain. His left hand unbuckled his seatbelt and he threw himself out the right side of the helicopter, tossing his rucksack before him. He plopped down into the prone, steadying his weapon on his bag. Fifteen seconds later, the rotorwash increased in intensity to nearly gale-force as dirt and debris flew all around him. And like that, the helicopters were gone.

Hiccup grabbed his rucksack again, hoisting it onto his back. Ah, that old, familiar ache. He dutifully trotted up the front of the formation, assuming his position as point man. Right behind him was Hoff, the navigator. Then came Snot, then Gobber, finally Ruff 'n' Tuff bringing up the rear of the team, and the rest of the platoon behind them. For the next 16 or so hours consisted of the same few noises, smells, and actions. The rucksack squeaked with each passing footfall, every step hit the ground with a dull thud, and every few moments you could hear a weapon tap a plastic buckle on their vests. The smell of sweat and earth permeated the entire area, so much so they could hardly smell anything else. Every few hundred meters they would stop and the platoon leader would take furious notes on his map. That went on all night long until the morning.

Hiccup noticed the sky over the crest of the hills was beginning to fill his night vision goggles with a brilliant greenish light. He paused, popping the monocular up on his helmet, scanning the mountainside with his eyes. As only his right eye was adjusted to the nighttime environment, the left half of his vision was significantly darker than his right side. Still, he thought there was enough light out to see without the use of his NVGs. Hiccup crested the top of the hill-like feature that protruded from the side of the ridgeline, pausing as he saw down the slope. He knelt down on one knee, giving the hand signal that there was a road ahead. This was specifically something they were supposed to scout out, make sure that the roads were actually in the spots that the maps said they were, and that they were driveable. So far, this was the first road Hiccup had seen.

The platoon leader issued quick orders and the platoon moved out silently, Hiccup and Hoff moving several hundred meters uphill to serve as a security 'checkpoint,' sort of. They didn't have enough firepower to stop any sort of sizeable body of enemies, nor did they want to. They wanted to be completely unnoticed. However, if someone were to come down the road, the platoon wanted to at least have a warning so they could scatter into the bushes and hide until they passed.

Hours passed as the platoon thoroughly inspected the road, checking everything from where the depth of the streams that it crossed to the steepest part of the slope, all to make sure that Humvees could drive along the road without soldiers having to get out and push. All the while, Hoff and Hiccup lay down fighting off the ever approaching sleep monster who had been gnawing at the back of their brains since they had first laid down after walking uphill all night. Hiccup settled his Kevlar helmet on his weapon, letting his neck relax for a bit. An elbow began digging into his right shoulder.

"Ow, quit it, I wasn't asleep," he protested in a whisper.

"No, shut up, do you hear that?" Hoff whispered back. Hiccup stopped moving, listening carefully. Vehicles. Engines and the sound of tires on a dirt road, specifically. Hoff made a few quick adjustments to her position, pulling out the hand mic to her radio.

"Berk One, this is Berk Two Romeo, over."

"Go ahead Two Romeo."

"Vehicles heard moving towards our position from the East, over."

"Roger, Two Romeo. How far, over."

"Two… maybe three hundred meters, over."

"Roger, Berk One out."

The two soldiers tried to get even further into the ground, hoping that the convoy would pass them buy unnoticed. About a minute or so later, the first Toyota truck rumbled into view. It was kind of what you would expect from an Afghanistan militia convoy. Beat up old truck, machine gun mounted in the back, lots of dudes with beards in the bed of the truck toting AK-47s. Hiccup and Hoff lay absolutely silent fearful that any movement they made would give up their location. The first truck drove past their position as another one came into view. Hiccup could feel his heart stop as he felt sure that he had accidentally made eye contact with one of the militia soldiers. But the man didn't flinch or make any indication that he had seen Hiccup. Hoff halted her breathing, as if they could hear her over the noise their vehicles made. All in all, they counted four trucks going past them, all equally equipped. A whispered radio call later, and the rest of the platoon knew what was coming their way. The sound of the vehicles grew fainter, and the two breathed a sigh of relief.

There are few sounds in the world that make the 'pucker factor' of a situation increase by a factor of 10. In basic training, it was the command that immediately proceeded lots of pushups. Back home at Fort Hood, it was the sound of the Battalion Sergeant Major chewing someone out for some perceived minor indiscretion. At the FOB, it was most definitely the near weekly mortar fights they got in. Out here, on this mission, at this moment, it was the unmistakable sound of machine gun fire.

"Shit!" Hiccup uttered angrily, punching the ground. He whirled, jumping to his knee, aiming his weapon in the direction of the gunfire. The gunfire rapidly grew in volume and intensity as Snot's SAW made itself known.

Hoff dumped her rucksack and leapt to her feet, sprinting downhill towards the firefight, each step kicking up clouds of dust as each step impacted the ground with unrelenting force. Hiccup stayed hot on her heels, nearly tripping a dozen times over branches and rocks that Hoff knocked over in her warpath. The two skidded to a halt, sizing up the situation in front of them. Each of the vehicles had their gunners raking the opposite side of the road with withering fire as the milita rushed downhill from the vehicles in flanking maneuver. Hoff dropped to a knee, taking aim at gunner of the closest vehicle. Hiccup clamped his against the side of a tree, aiming at the furthest gunner.

"On my mark, three, two, one, fire!"

Hiccup squeezed the trigger, smoothly pulling it past its breaking point. After a couple of nightmares where he tried to shoot and the gun simply refused to fire, the sharp recoil in his shoulder felt glorious. He popped another five or six bullets into the man, glancing at the next target in line. He quickly snapped his weapon over to follow his line of sight. His weapon crackled once again. One of the militia turned towards him, only now hearing gunfire behind him as the machine guns had gone silent. Hiccup and the man looked at each other for a split second, trying to figure out which of the two would make it out alive. The soldier aimed his AK at Hiccup, firing a burst in his direction. Hiccup adjusted his weapon again, squeezing the trigger until the magazine was depleted. The Afghanistani man lay slumped against the side of the vehicle, blood sprayed onto the side of the truck giving it a strange, streaked red and brown appearance. At that point everyone in the world seemed to know where Hiccup and Hoff were. Dirt spouted up all around the two as rounds impacted alarmingly close to where the two were crouched. Wood fragments showered down upon the two as the tree that Hiccup had been crouched behind exploded under a hail of gunfire. Hiccup and Hoff nearly threw themselves off a cliff in an effort to escape the hail of gunfire. The duo dropped ran down the slope as fast as they could, hoping to lose any pursuers. Eventually, the sound of gunfire grew fainter, as the militia pursued the rest of the platoon instead of the two lone scouts. Finally getting a chance to catch their breaths, the two turned to each other, noticing how scared they both were.

Hiccup reached down to his canteens, finally getting some water to his parched lips. He was drenched in sweat and all his muscles ached. He half sat, half laid against a rock hoping to get a moments respite before they moved again.

"Can I get some of that?" Hoff asked. Hiccup drained half of it, then tossed it over.

"Sure, but where are yours?" He said gasping for air after chugging the precious liquid.

"I left it in my ruck back at the security point," Hoff explained before downing the rest of the canteen. Hiccup chuckled.

"Ha ha, rookie mistake."

"Shut the hell up Hiccup," Hoff said with a laugh, half a smile creeping to her lips. It was moments like this when you were scared shitless that even the slightest bit of humor brought great relief. She tilted her head back, resting her helmet against a tree. "So what now?"

It was the question they had both been thinking of, but neither had wanted to ask. What could they do? It was a long walk back to their FOB, and by themselves—especially without the gear in their rucks—they wouldn't survive long. They hadn't heard anything on the radio since they began their trek of controlled falling down a mountain. They could call up their location and hope that someone was listening, but therein lies the rub, they hadn't heard from their platoon in forever. That meant that either a) the enemy had killed their whole platoon and had taken their radios, in which case revealing their position was a death sentence, or b) their platoon's radio transmission were being blocked by the mountain. Option B seemed the most likely, but the possible consequences of Option A were nothing to shake a stick at.

"I mean I guess we could try to call them, but it's risky," Hiccup said. "If they militia guys even have half a brain they could triangulate our position the moment we call for help. Do you still have the map?"

"Of course I do, I wouldn't leave that at the ruck."

"Right, it's only unimportant things like water that you leave behind," he said jokingly. Hoff rolled her eyes. "Well, we could always try to meet back up at Checkpoint 3, I think that's where we were supposed to go if we lost comms." Hoff's eyes lit up.

"You're right!" You could see the hope light up her face as she whipped out the map. "Let's see, it's a good ten-ish kilometers thataway." She pointed parallel to the mountain, generally back towards where they had been dropped off.

"Awesome, let's get going."

The trek back to hopefully safety felt the same as the walk that brought them to this predicament. Step, step, rattle, rattle, smell of hot man, smell of hot woman, step, step, rattle, rattle. The glare of the midday sun bore down upon them unmercifully. Since when did it become almost noon? Hiccup thought it was just a few minutes past sunup, but apparently the battle, the mad dash to avoid getting shot, and their break before setting out again had taken a lot longer than he thought it did. Time sure flies when you fear for your life.

The sun continued to batter the two throughout the day, driving their shadows further and further upslope until sunset lit the sky in a brilliant explosion of crimson hues. Hoff probably would have enjoyed the sunset if it weren't another reminder that she wasn't in the relative safety of her FOB. Hell, even being with her platoon right now would be far better than her current predicament.

Hoff slung her weapon on her back, pulling out the map to make sure they were going the right way. Just about a kilometer more to go. Glancing back up, she almost ran smack dab into the middle of Hiccup's back. Hiccup had stopped moving, holding his left hand up in a 'stop' signal. His head and eyes were fixed upslope. Hoff followed his gaze. No more than 100 meters up the slope there was a patrol of enemies. A flurry of questions burned through Hoff's mind. Were they stalking them? Did they know where she and Hiccup were? How many of them were there? Oh god, was she gonna die on this shitty mountainside?

Hiccup slowly began crouching down and moving closer to some high shrubbery that grew nearby them. She followed him quietly, slowly easing every footfall onto the ground so that it made no noise. The two sat there huddled, listening to the footfalls as they grew closer and louder. Soon, they were almost on top of the two. Hiccup sat there silently, dripping in sweat as the footsteps started coming around the shrubs that they were sitting behind. A man emerged from view, some low-level militia guy with an AK-47. He was probably the son of a farmer, given maybe $5-$10 to come and shoot at Americans. His AK hung loosely at his side, not even close to being ready for a fight. Hiccup guessed by his lack of significant facial hair that the kid was no more than 20 years old, but here he was on the mountainside. The man stopped just a few feet away from the pair, facing away from them.

Hiccup sat perfectly, silently, still. He couldn't hear any other footfalls nearby. Apparently this one man had wandered away from the rest of the patrol in order to… use the bathroom. Hiccup and Hoff glanced at each other awkwardly, unsure what to do next. Hoff quietly raised her weapon, just in case it needed to be used. The man finished his business, and half turned towards them. The loudest ever heard by man are those that we want to be silent. The unnatural metallic 'click' when Hoff switched her weapon from safe to semi was undoubtedly heard around the world. The man whirled, looking directly at the two. For a second, the two paused, neither wanting to make a move. Seconds passed in a stalemate of fear as both parties locked eyes. With a quick motion, the farmer's son brought his AK up. Hoff's weapon erupted in flame, sending a single bullet through the man's cheek and out the back of his head.

"Shit!" Hiccup yelled, jumping up. He dumped half of a magazine at the nearby patrol, sending them running for cover. "Run!" Hoff took off in a sprint for some nearby rocks.

"Set!" She hollered back, opening fire on the scattered militia. Hiccup fired one last shot before turning and running to where Hoff was.

"Got you covered!"

"Moving!" Hoff sprinted another ten meters away towards some more cover.

"Set!"

"Moving!" Hiccup jumped up, sprinting towards Hoff as amount of gunfire they were receiving increased dramatically. Ten meters away. Seven meters. Five meters. Hiccup's legs churned as fast as possible as rock debris and dirt showered pelted him. Bullets flew all around him as he sprinted for safety. A spurt of red mist erupted from directly below his knee and he careened forward into the ground, just a meter away from safety.

"Shit!" He crawled the last meter forward, hoping that he wouldn't get hit again. "Damnit!" He shouted again through his grimace. He glanced down at his leg. Where bone should have been, mere flesh and powder remained. A bullet had shattered his shin just below the knee, and his blood was pouring out onto the ground. He swore again. Hoff glanced down at Hiccup, doing a double take.

"Oh damn, Hiccup, I thought I told you not to get shot!" She leaned over him, grabbing a tourniquet out of Hiccup's vest.

"Honestly, I don't recall that," he said, squeezing off a few more shots as he rolled over to get a better angle.

"Hold still, Hiccup, or you'll bleed to death!" Hoff proclaimed after a few seconds struggling to get the tourniquet on.

"Why prolong the inevitable, Hoff? I'm not making it off this damn mountain, we both know that."

"Don't talk like that Hiccup, we'll both be home safe and sound at the FOB tonight, I'll make sure of that," she said grunting as she cranked down the tourniquet over his thigh. "Hold on," she said, spinning him over. A few quick strokes of her finger and she inscribed the current time on his forehead with the blood left on her hands. Hiccup reached up, grabbing her vest and pulling her down.

"Hoff, I've got about three and a half mags left. I'll give you cover fire. You run, you can make it away if I hold them off." Hoff locked eyes with him for a few seconds. You could see the determination set in his eyes. For a moment she considered his offer. But a second later she shook realized what a goddamn fool she was. She slapped his hand away from her vest.

"Hiccup, don't be an idiot, I'm not going to leave you behind."

"I'm serious Hoff, don't be a hero, I can't move fast with my remaining leg, but you could make it far away quickly."

"Hiccup, either we both get out or we both die here, but I'm not leaving you to become a prisoner of war, no way in hell." She raised her weapon, firing a few more rounds at an approaching militia fighter.

A man jumped up from the bushes just a few meters away. Hiccup spun, bringing the weapon to bear, squeezing the trigger as soon as he was aimed in the general direction of his foe. Hiccup's M4 and the enemy's AK both erupted in a series of vicious fireballs, like a pair of dragons battling it out in an epic duel of wrath and flame. The insurgent took three rounds to the chest, falling backwards as his AK let loose one final burst. A round smacked into Hiccup's ballistic vest, knocking the wind out of him. Hiccup tried to yell the word 'reloading' but his words were carried away in the winds of a sudden, downwards hurricane that materialized out of nowhere. A pair of Apaches flew overhead at their maximum speed.

"Any station this net this is Foehammer Six, over." Hoff's radio buzzed to life with the voice of a helicopter pilot, the 'whop whop' of the helicopter blades heard clearly behind his voice even through the radio transmission.

"Foehammer Six, Berk Two Romeo, go ahead, over!" Hoff shouted elatedly into the microphone.

"Berk Two Romeo, we've been searching for you all day, break. Do you have a current grid location, over." Hoff whipped out her map as Hiccup fired rapidly towards another team of insurgents. Hoff quickly spit out their location over the radio.

"Last mag!" Hiccup shouted.

"Roger Berk Two Romeo, we'll be back overhead your position in two mikes, over."

"Tell him we may not have two minutes," Hiccup shouted at Hoff. Hoff raised the mic back to her mouth. Hiccup heard a sickening thunk and felt a heavy weight land on him and his leg. He yelled in pain as the weight tore at his ankle even further. He tried to twist to get the weight off of him, each movement shearing his leg off even further as the muscle was trapped between the ground and the weight of Hoff on top of him. He finally spun around, and pushed her back, noticing a hole in the side of her helmet. Blood poured down the left side of her face, her eyes rolled back in her head.

Hiccup thrust his hand up her helmet, feeling for the wound. There was a lengthy gash in the side of her head and an exit out the back of the helmet. Feeling around the back of her helmet, he felt slightly assured. The bullet had entered the helmet, skimmed the side of her head and went out the back of her helmet. It knocked her out, but she wasn't dead… yet. Hiccup turned back towards the enemy, pulling the trigger five more times. Only two bullets came out.

"Foehammer Six, this is Two Hotel, over."

"Two Hotel, Foehammer Six."

"Foehammer, you better hurry up, Two Romeo is down, shot in the head, over."

"Roger Two Hotel, can you positively identify your location so we don't shoot you, over."

"Foehammer Six, shoot anything that has more than two people around! We're down the slope from an enemy force, so just shoot the damn enemy!" Hiccup tossed the mic down, grabbing a mag from Hoff's vest. He picked his shots very carefully, shooting at anyone he was sure he could hit.

He reached for another magazine from Hoff's vest, not noticing that a fighter snuck up on him. He locked the bolt forward on the new mag, spinning to aim at the patrol. Two burly hands reached out and grabbed the weapon, trying to yank it free of Hiccup's hands. Hiccup barely managed to keep his hands on it, starting to pull back on the weapon. He pulled himself to his feet, striving to gain the slightest bit of advantage over his enemy. He quickly realized that it was easier to fight standing when you had two usable legs, he collapsed to a knee, hollering in pain. The fighter noticed this, glancing at Hiccup's leg that was skewed out at an unnatural angle. He stomped his foot down on Hiccup's leg fragments, twisting and pulling his foot away.

Hiccup yelled in agony, every muscle in his body contracting in pain. There was a slight bit of relief as the shin and foot sheared off of his body, as at least he was no longer feeling muscle tearing and twisting.

Hiccup grabbed the M4 a bit tighter, shoving forward and over towards the left, pushing off of his good, right leg. He felt immense satisfaction as he heard the combination of the fighter grunting in pain and his flesh searing as Hiccup thrust the barrel of the weapon into the neck of the fighter. The fighter pushed the weapon a bit, trying to get it off of his neck. Hiccup grinned internally. He pulled on the weapon mightily, breaking free of the grip of the fighter. He landed roughly on his back, squeezing off rounds into the chest of the fighter. The man toppled forward, clutching at his chest in surprise. Hiccup crawled back into cover. Surveying the fight scene he saw blood… a lot of blood. And a tourniquet in the middle of the scuffle. He glanced down at his leg. It must have come off. He tried to sit up, feeling immediately dizzy. Maybe if he just rested here for a second he'd feel better. A few seconds later he could barely feel the impact of the explosive death the Apaches were dealing on his behalf.

Hoff struggled to open her eyes. What the hell had happened? How long had she been out? Her vision was a jumbled, confused blur. In fact, the world was most definitely spinning. Oh shit, she could definitely see some people running towards her, carrying weapons. Goddamn if the world would only hold still for a split second she could function at least partially. Where the hell was her weapon? Where? She frantically swung her arms about, feeling sweet relief as her left hand closed on the buttstock of an M4. She swung around, ready to pull the trigger. A boot appeared out of the side of her vision kicking the weapon away. She threw herself after it, clawing in the dirt desperately. A knee dropped on her back, pinning her to the ground.

"It's alright, we got you. Get an IV in that one, we gotta get them out of here, ASAP!"


	2. Waking Up

A/N: Well, this chapter is a bit shorter than I was planning. Like, a lot shorter. I had planned on ten bullet points for this chapter, and I got through five of them while writing. So, what was going to be the second half of this chapter will become chapter three. So not sure how long Ch 3 will be, but it probably won't be the planned 5k word chapters like I was originally planning (this was supposed to be 5k, but it ended up only being 3k). The reason for the shortness of this chapter is my crazy hectic schedule. If you didn't see my previous author's note (which I'll probably delete) then here's the summary: I'm very busy. Until the end of this week, and then my schedule clears up a bunch. Expect more updates after this week. Oh, one final note. These next two (or three) chapters will be pretty heavy hitting in dealing with people dealing with death and PTSD. However, there will be a happy ending eventually, but these next two or three chapters will be pretty brutal. This story will never be a super fluffy 'Hiccup and Astrid danced in a field of flowers then made out until the stars grew tired of being outshined by the pure love of the couple' but will definitely get a happier tone—in a bit. Oh yeah, storytime. Here you go.

The perfection of the beautiful, sunlight day was marred by only by a fluffy clouds dotting the otherwise spotlessly blue sky that hovered over rolling green hills and rocky cliffs. Such days were amongst those recorded by legendary painters whose strokes could only hardly do justice impact that the natural beauty had on the lucky few who got to such a sight. The breathtaking scenery made it hard to even speak in the presence of such indescribable beauty. However, not all people felt that such picturesque scenery was best observed calmly, quietly, and serenely.

"Yahoo!" Hiccup hollered at the top of his lungs as his best friend dove for the sea below, the wind whistling in his ears. He loved this part of the day more than any other, the part of the day he was absolutely free. The speed at which they dropped seaward whipped his hair into a frenzy, each strand straining to stay attached as Hiccup ripped through atop his all-time aforementioned best friend, Toothless the Dragon. Toothless looked over his shoulder at Hiccup, giving him a big, lopsided grin before rolling over mid-air, stretching out his like a parachute. His wings abruptly caught the air as they unfurled, launched him and his human passenger upwards in a lazy arc.

"Oh-ho bud! That was some great flying you were doing back there! Excellent control." Toothless glanced over his shoulder, tongue lolling out of his mouth. Toothless rumbled something in dragonish that sounded like a humble acceptance of praise. Hiccup spun around in the dragon saddle, laying down on his friend's back. He stared skyward, totally relaxed as a single puffy cloud slowly drifted through his vision. "Isn't this the life, bud?"

He could feel Toothless' vocalizations rumble through the leather seat that he was laying on.

"Oh really, what could possibly be better?"

Toothless chortled for another few seconds.

"How can you be hungry, you just ate. And it was a big meal, too."

Toothless suddenly rolled sharply, barking loudly.

"Woah! Ok, fine, you're hungry. We'll stop at the first school of fish we see."

"You two having fun there?" Hoff called out. Hiccup twisted in his seat, searching for the owner of that voice. Hoff drifted down from above, flying a dragon of her own. Her dragon, a Nadder, was covered head to toe in spikes and used them both offensively and defensively. Unlike the monochrome Toothless, Stormfly's scales boasted a brilliant array of colors, ranging from glowing yellows to rusty red and finally to Hiccup's favorite, the vibrant cobalt blues that matched Hoff's eyes. But Odin knows he would never tell her that and live. She'd either kill him or he'd die of embarrassment, and he didn't want to find out which would happen.

"Hoff!" Hiccup's grin lit up his face. "You should have been there; I think we broke some kinda speed record that time! Didn't we bud?" If his excited tone didn't convey his tone clearly enough, his expressive, large hand motions left nothing to the imagination. Hoff snickered at his energetic movements. It was kinda funny when he lived precisely up to the impersonations everyone had for him.

"Well maybe next time you should invite us," she said with a bit of a challenge to her tone.

"Uh, sure. If you want to watch. There's no way you two can much us for speed." Toothless warbled his agreement.

"Hiccup Haddock!" she declared in a faux mocking tone, placing one hand over her chest like she had been horribly offended. "Are you saying that we couldn't beat you in a race? The likes of us? The best dragon team on Berk?" Stormfly snapped something at Toothless in Dragonish, a smile playing at the corner of her mouth.

"I'm saying that us—the best team on Berk—can beat you—the second best team on Berk—in any competition." Damn, she had tried to trip him up into admitting he wasn't the best team on Berk. He was quick-witted, she would give him that.

"Well if that's the case, then I guess you'll just have to beat us back to Berk, then." Hoff's smile changed to a devilish grin, and she whirled Stormfly around without another word. Hiccup smiled, egging on his closest friend. "Let's show them what speed truly is, Toothless." Toothless rumbled in agreement, shooting forward like a bolt of black lightning. After a few seconds of rapidly gaining altitude, the duo broke through the cloud bank, and began their screaming descent. The wind howling in his ears, he straightened up and turned to wave goodbye as they passed Hoff and Stormfly. He had been keeping his head down close behind Toothless' ears, and as he straightened the burst of wind catching his body threw him off Toothless' back.

Hiccup tried to yell for Toothless but the wind ripped away his words before he could even say them. No matter how he tried, he couldn't even scream in terror as he plummeted to the ground. Toothless yelped something loudly, banking hard to catch up to his friend. Hiccup saw the ground rushing closer and closer as he spun out of control. He could hear his dragon shouting something at him in Dragonish, which was no use to him now. The round raced up, crashing into his left leg first.

"Yaargh!" Hiccup shot up in bed, his left leg still throbbing in pain from the "impact" in his dream. Oh God everything hurt. His head throbbed with a dull banging like smith was using the inside of his head as an anvil. He slowly, deliberately blinked fully two or three times, trying to get his eyes to focus on something… anything. Meh, eyesight was overrated anyway. He'd probably be able to focus again once his head wasn't threatening to explode at any second. He used his left hand to inspect the right side of his body. Aches and pains were everywhere, so he started at his shoulder and worked his way down. Yup, there was a lot of pain in those muscles. Maybe Doc had a ton of extra ibuprofen. He'd clean that medic out of all the anti-inflammatories he had because damn he was hurting right now.

Hiccup then checked his left side with his right hand. It was pretty much the same as the right, lots of aches, some gauze where he had probably gotten a cut, but otherwise it was just about—wait what the hell is that? Hiccup's right hand caught against the IV line running into his left arm. An IV? Why had Doc put an IV in him?

Wait, where was he? He suddenly noticed that nothing felt… right. The bedding was way too clean to be at his forward operating base. And he smelled… nothing. Nobody burning feces, no smell of sweat, no smell of desert, or even the stench of body odor. Hiccup sniffed himself, too. Even he didn't smell like he hadn't showered in well over a month. Did someone wash him? He didn't remember having time to take a shower in the last few days.

He used his right arm to rub his eyes. He popped them open, and the world seemed a bit clearer. Hiccup decided to repeat the process, see if he kept seeing better each time. Apparently, it did. Kind of at least. He could start to see detail, and read at an ok distance. It wasn't 20/20, but it was better than everything being one giant, mushed together mess.

His newly focusing eyes rested on the room itself. It looked like… a hospital. Sterile, fairly uninteresting save the greenish computer that stood at his left beeping rhythmically at 65 beats per second. He glanced down at the blankets, thinking about how much he would have loved to have these at his FOB. But seriously, where the hell was he? Why was he here? How did he get here?

He slowly sat up in the bed, inching upward painfully. He had to get up and find whoever was in charge so he could get back to his platoon, get back in the fight. He swept the covers back and swung his legs over the side. Where did his left leg go?

He remembered. All the memories came flooding back to his brain, each one racking his brain as it impacted his skull in an unending torrent of nightmares.

He remembered hearing the crack of the weapon, the sudden sharp pain as his leg was shot out from under him. He remembered Hoff's terrified look. He remembered his own terrified thoughts. He remembered Hoff getting shot in the head. He remembered the Apache, the hand to hand combat, and more of the pain. Oh God, he remembered it all.

A few nurses burst into the room ready to hit him with shock paddles as the computer system alerted them that Hiccup's heartrate was at 180 beats per second and climbing.

"Specialist Haddock, what are you doing?"

"I have to go, I have to see my platoon. I have to see Hoff." He said, wrestling with the blankets, ensuring he was free of their entangling grasp.

"Specialist, get back in bed!"

"No! I have to go see if they're ok!" Hiccup jumped to his feet only to come crashing to the ground at the foot of the bed. Hiccup cursed himself for immediately forgetting his lack of a foot. He tried to stand up, propping himself up against nearby furniture. The nurses had different ideas, and tried to wrestle him back to the bed. Hiccup frantically tried to escape their vicelike grasp, squirming his way out of their grips as best he could. He had to check on his friends, his family. He just had to.

"Specialist, please calm down!"

"No, I have to see them! I have to make sure they're ok!" Hiccup put every last ounce of energy into one last push to try to get free. He came crashing down after taking an obviously failed step with his left leg. Hiccup squirmed mightily, trying to free himself from their hands as they pinned him to the ground. Hiccup yelped as he felt as sharp pain in his ass. Oh man, the roomed seemed so… spinny.

"How much sedative did you give him?" One of the bendy nurses asked.

"Enough, it will keep him down for two or three hours," he heard as the world faded to black.

Four hours later, Hiccup cracked open his eyes, the light from the setting sun appearing brilliantly through the cracks in the shades to his left, perfectly aligned to ensure that the minimal light that peeked through would land perfectly on his eyes. This time, however, it seemed that people were prepared for him to wake up. Whereas before the room had been void of life, it was now occupied by others, seemingly waiting for him to wake up again. Two women stood on his right talking in hushed tones. They stood between him and a wall that was only a third solid, the other two thirds were equal parts window and door. Through the window he could make out a solid mass of people, most adorned with various emblems of news organizations. Hiccup frowned. The hell was the media doing here? He tried sitting up in his bed, but the rustling of the blankets alerted the staff of his attempt.

"Woah there, relax. Lay down," the older woman said, hands outstretched to press him back down to the bed with both a calm demeanor but also with one that told him that he had no choice. He let himself back down onto the relatively uncomfortable hospital bed.

"How's Hoff doing?"

"We can talk about Specialist Hofferson later, but first we need to make sure you're ok." The doctor said using the same dual tone that she had used earlier. Hiccup was a little more persistent on this point though, at least in comparison to sitting up.

"Is she ok?"

"We can talk about it later, Specialist Haddock, right now I'm concerned about your well-being."

"But it's important," he said with a hint of exasperation. "Last I saw, she was bleeding from her head. Please," he said, changing his tone from demanding to pleading. The doctor stared at him for a few seconds, thinking about just dismissing his request until she was sure he was going to be ok, but at the last second the resolve in her eyes faded briefly. Perhaps it was that she saw a bit of her own son in his eyes, or maybe she just saw how much his squadmates mattered to him.

"Fine, but this is the only question until I'm done ensuring that you're only mending externally. Deal?" Hiccup nodded briefly, fervently. "Specialist Hofferson is fine. The wounds she sustained were much less severe than yours. A concussion, some bleeding, that's it. If all goes well she'll be out of here well before you will." Hiccup breathed a sigh of relief, settling back onto the bed, as he had unknowingly tensed all his muscles, pulling himself upwards slightly. He rose up incrementally again, another question burning in his mind.

"What about the rest of the platoon?" The doctor froze for a second, looking him dead in the eyes. She paused for a bit, before speaking slowly, as if each word had to be looked up from massive filing system and delivered to the vocal chords one at a time just to make sure that only the correct words were used.

"I said only the one question. We," she said, gesturing to her and the accompanying nurse, "have work to do."

Hiccup lost track of how many questions they tossed his way, how many times he replied that he was in pain. A lot of pain. Pain pretty much everywhere. Yes, there too. Ow, yes! What part of 'all-consuming pain' didn't they understand? Ok, wow, yeah that didn't hurt. Congratulations, 1/20 tests were relatively painless. Call the Guinness Book of World Records, golly that sure was a feat to celebrate.

While they poked, prodded, and collected various samples from him, Hiccup entertained himself with… counting tiles. Ah yes, what thrilling fun that was. He had plenty of experience being bored in the Army, usually followed seconds later by him finding something destructive to occupy his time. However, sometimes that wasn't an option. Sometimes he had to just stand at parade rest and count hairs on the back of the head of the guy in front of him. Both that and this were equally thrilling, so he relied on his magnificent counting skills to keep his brain partially occupied while the trained medical professionals did their thing. He assumed what they were doing was important, but for all he knew they could have been taking bets on what exactly he would let them do to him before he questioned it. Finally they left though, giving him a moment of privacy. Oh wait, nope. He wouldn't get that either. As they left him alone, an officer stepped through the door in full blues of the Army Service Uniform, pressed neatly with all the awards in their correct place. A silver cross was adorned his collars, the mark of a chaplain.

"Sir!" he said, trying to sit up.

"Relax, Specialist Haddock, please don't try to get up for me," Hiccup relaxed back into his semi-reclined bed. "May I call you simply Haddock?" Hiccup shrugged.

"Sure, sir, if you want." The chaplain chuckled at his candidness.

"Anyways, Haddock, I just wanted to let you know I'm always available for you."

"Sir?"

"To talk. You've been through a lot in the last three days. And if you have any questions about anything, I want you to know you can always talk to me, and I'll always be able to listen to whatever you need to say." Hiccup sat up straighter.

"Three days? I've been out for three days?" The chaplain sucked in some breath in surprise, and with a bit of trepidation.

"Yes," he said slowly, almost as slowly as the doctor had. "They didn't tell you that?"

"Oh," he said. You could see the cogs turning in his head as he processed the information. You could almost see him bracing him for the inevitable.

"Sir, what are those news guys out there for?" Hiccup said, gesturing towards the window. The chaplain followed his hand. The chaplain swallowed, again speaking slowly and clearly.

"They're here for you."

"Me?" Hiccup said incredulously. "Why would they care about me?"

"Well, you've been national headlines. You and Specialist Hofferson, that is."

"We have? Why?"

"Well, you see," The chaplain began, looking at him but not daring to make eye contact. "You and Specialist Hofferson made the news because you two were, you were," the chaplain stuttered, before changing his speech patterns into a variation of a well-rehearsed speech that few unlucky parents heard. "I regret to inform you that Specialist Hofferson were the only…"

The chaplain kept talking, but the words all jumbled together into a fading background mumble as Hiccup stared off into the wall behind him. People came went in a blur like he was viewing life through a time-lapse shot of his own hospital room. Doctors tried to talk to him but he just stared silently, his eyes refusing to focus and his lips refusing to work. His mind felt like it was in a perpetual fog, like a ship trying to navigate by the starlight on an overcast day through a sea of gelatin. He couldn't think straight, and yet he saw the faces of all his friends and their immediate family clear as day, spinning through his mind million times every second. Gobber, Snot, Ruff, Tuff, and Fishlegs were particularly vivid. Their faces burned in his mind's eye with such a painful intensity that he forgot about the rest of his body.

His hands clasped over his eyes, forcing them to see something new for a change. Nothingness was technically different from staring at the wall.

Why.


	3. Breaking

A/N: This chapter took longer to write than I wanted. I had planned on finishing it this weekend, but it just didn't happen. Mostly because of the super bowl. Also, I spent two days writing and editing (a day for each) a big section of this that I ended up deleting, because I felt it didn't do anything for the story. And if it doesn't help the story, why include it? So that also delayed it. Oh, there'll be a second A/N at the end of this chapter, because talking about the end of this chapter at the beginning of this chapter just doesn't feel right. You'll see why.

Hiccup hobbled through the lunch line on crutches. The doctors and nurses were not happy about his insistence on standing to go through line, let alone going through the lunch line at all. They would have much preferred that he stay in stay closely monitored in bed. However, two more days had passed and he had been very stable. Despite the severe blood loss, his wounds had been relatively minor. He had lots of bleeding, but few complications. The extent of his injuries were limited to a lot of chest bruising from a round he had taken to his plates at some point during the fighting—though for the life of him he couldn't place when exactly he had been hit there—the obvious limb loss, and scattered shrapnel wounds up his left side that were all in his arm and shoulder. That injury he similarly couldn't recall actually happening, but he guessed it was from the danger close fire from the Apaches that had also saved his life. All in all, he was pretty lucky. No super crazy injuries like 'RPG embedded in chest cavity' that he had seen on the news. And since all his bleeding had stopped before he had even woke with each passing hour he grew more restless. So finally, they let him go through the lunch line, standing. Sure, he was still on crutches and a nurse stood at his elbow the whole time to ensure he didn't both collapse from exhaustion and to hold his tray, but at least he was back up on his feet. And to be honest, it was nice being… sort of normal for a bit. He had had a run of distinctly not normal circumstances over the last five days, and with his platoon's military funeral service just two days away, he craved anything that felt… normal.

While the sterilization of the hospital's Dining Facility—commonly abbreviated as DFAC amongst soldiers—was still a major deviation from the normal pseudo-cleanliness of his DFAC downrange, it was still nice to be eating meals amongst other soldiers. As Hiccup stood in line, crutching his way along diligently, he couldn't help to marvel at the spotlessness of the tables that he would soon be eating on. He chuckled inwardly as he saw someone spraying a disinfectant on the table, wiping it down. At the DFAC he was used to, it was almost expected that everything you ate on was covered in some kind of dust; in fact, most of the food had some was covered in sand as well. His old DFAC stretched the limits of the terms 'cleanliness' and even 'DFAC,' now that he thought about it. However, at some point you look past what a cafeteria should be and just realize that it's better than the alternative—the prepackaged rations in brown packaging aptly titled 'Meals Ready to Eat.' However, nobody he knew actually called MREs by their actual name, they referred to them with the acronym or created other, more creative names to describe them.

In the same glance that he appreciated the standard maintained by the DFAC, there was a significantly different atmosphere prevalent in the room. At his old DFAC, everyone knew everyone. Friends talked and laughed about various parts of previous missions, and in general there was just a lot of joviality amongst brothers in arms. The DFAC was a place of refuge where soldiers could relax, eat, and hang out with their friends away from the gritty reality that there were people outside their walls that wanted nothing more than to kill their entire unit; as such despite poor food and hygiene, Hiccup couldn't recall a time in the DFAC he hadn't had fun. This DFAC… wasn't that. It wasn't fun, it wasn't jovial, and it didn't feel like brothers in arms bonding over war stories. It had a cold, detached feel to it. People ate together, but there wasn't the same slap-each-other-on-the-back storytelling. The tales told were more of the "let me tell you how my best friend died" variety. Maybe it was the loneliness, the fact that something horrible had happened to them here and that they were forced away from their pals, that all they could do to help was drive on from day to day and hope that a friend didn't show up in the bed next to them… or worse. Regardless, the whole room felt like there was a drill sergeant in the corner who had decided that a certain level of enthusiasm was unacceptable and decided not to tell anyone what that exact level was, and everyone was too afraid of him to actually test him in order to find out what the precise amount of enthusiasm that would set him off was.

"What do you want to eat?" the server said, hardly attempting to conceal his annoyance at Hiccup as he looked away from the serving line. At least some things hadn't changed. He conveyed what precisely he wanted from the few available choices, the server responding wordlessly by slapping the selections on a plate with an unappetizing splat. Hiccup grimaced a 'thanks' and a subtle nod towards the server and turned to the nurse that stood at his elbow, who grabbed the plate on his behalf.

The two sat down a few tables away from the end, easing down into hard seats. Hiccup looked at the nurse who sat across from him, sliding the tray in front of him while setting her own food down cattycorner to his. He dug into the food with a hurried manner that he had cultivated throughout the last six months of deployment. He paused after about six seconds and half of his meal, glancing up at the nurse who looked singularly uninterested in what was happening. It wasn't that she didn't care about his health, but this was just extremely routine for her.

"So," he began, forcing himself to swallow with an audible 'gulp' before continuing his sentence, "is it always like this in here?" he said, gesturing with his fork at everyone else.

"Always busy?" She replied questioningly, glancing around the room. Of course it wasn't always lunchtime, that wouldn't make any sense. He had to have been asking if there were always this many people here.

"No, is it always..." his voice trailed as he spoke, his eyes glanced around the room as if the right word were just a few tables away, just waiting to be seen. He finally leaned forward slightly so the drill sergeant in the corner wouldn't hear him conspiring to find out what limit was. "Is it always this dead?" His hushed tone evident that he didn't want others to hear him speak the unspoken word in the same place that survivors dwelled. The nurse either didn't pick up on his cues or didn't care after years working here jaded her to an extent she hadn't realized.

"What do you mean by dead?" Hiccup winced internally, but either nobody was paying attention to their conversation or nobody cared what he said.

"There's just no energy here. I dunno, maybe I'm just used to eating with my unit, but everyone is so glum. I'm keep expecting someone to yell at someone else over a card game, or a spontaneous argument to erupt over something someone said, but there's none of that," he paused, searching the ceiling for the appropriate word or phrase. "There's no camaraderie," he finally said. The nurse looked around, scrutinizing the cafeteria with a new purpose.

"Looks normal to me," she finally replied. Hiccup replied with a quiet grunt, before glancing down at his food and finishing off the remainder. He glanced up from food, only modestly satiated, glancing around the room, just people watching to keep himself occupied while his companion finished her meal.

If he still had food in his mouth, it would have perilously close to falling out as his chin dropped to the floor.

He couldn't see her face, but the gait looked an awful lot like Hoff. The girl shuffled along in the lunch line, bandages around her head obscuring her face. But damnit, it sure looked like Hoff. After spending so much time in the field with Hoff and the others, he could recognize their individual gaits anywhere, night or day. The girl moved another few steps forward in line, and damnit it looked a lot like Hoff's, but not quite. Hoff strode with such a supreme confidence, like a lioness on a hunt. That person's gait had similar movements, similar quirks, but just felt different. It was like the same lioness who had been hunting earlier had been scolded mightily and was slinking away. It looked the same but different, Hiccup couldn't quite explain it in words, it just made sense in his head. Damnit girl, turn your head this way so he can see her face. She finally reached the end of the line, spinning to walk down the row of tables that Hiccup sat at. It was her! As she walked past their table, Hiccup fairly jumped to his foot in excitement.

"Hoff! How are you doing? Are ok?" Hiccup spat out about thirty more rapid-fire questions before ending it with a 'I'm so glad to see you.' Hoff just stood still, eyes glazed over in an almost daze as he bombarded her with the barrage of questions. He had expected her to respond similarly but she just... stood there as if it were too much for her to take in at once. She glanced down at his amputated limb and back it him with a strange expression. Hiccup couldn't quite place it; it wasn't the joyous reunion he had expected. Her eyes held a tint of… horror? Fear? Contempt? He couldn't quite nail it down. Her mouth began to move, though it took half a second for words to actually come out.

"Hey, Hiccup. How are you doing?" In comparison to Hiccup's salvo of questions, Hoff's response felt cold. Sure, it was said at a normal tone at a normal pace but the change in energy from Hiccup's exuberance to Hoff's cold standoffish response was noticeable. Hiccup paused for a second, mentally readjusting his expectations for the conversation. You could hear the shrill grating sound of metal on metal his train of thought slammed hard on the brakes in order to make a transition to an entirely different track.

"I'm doing good," he finally said haltingly. He realized he was still leaned slightly forward in anticipation of hugging his friend. He slowly straightened up; this was distinctly not what he had been preparing himself for.

"How's the, uh, the leg?" Hoff said, glancing down at his shortened limb.

"It hurts a bit. Nothing really unexpected, though."

"Yeah, I bet," she mumbled, glancing down and away. A few seconds ticked by without movement from either of them. They just stood there like really awkward statues trying to find the right words to fill the air between them that was about to overflow with what they thought the other wasn't saying.

"So, how's the head?" Hiccup finally queried.

"My head?" Hoff absentmindedly touched the bandages that wrapped her cranium in a white swath. "It hurts, too. I guess. Probably not as bad as your leg, though." A few more seconds of awkward silence ensued.

"Do you want to eat with me and…" he gestured to the nurse, his voice trailing off as he realized he didn't actually know her name. She didn't have a nametag on her scrubs, and he just had always called her 'Ma'am.'

"No, thanks, I told someone I'd eat with them, today."

"Oh. Ok. Well, it was good to see you." Hiccup sat back down slowly, clearing the path for Hoff as she gave him a silent nod and moved a few tables away and sat down, alone.

Hiccup glanced at her as she sat there by herself, staring blankly at her food. She sure didn't look like she was ok. That conversation alone basically screamed 'I'm not myself right now.' After all of their months together for training, in garrison, and in deployment, he had never seen her act like that. She was usually so full of vigor. He had never seen her so lifeless.

Hiccup sat there for a few more minutes watching the nurse pick away at her food. That whole interaction with Hoff still nagged at his brain. Maybe he had been way too excited, given that she was probably still heavily medicated? Hell, when he had woken up he was so confused about what was going on and why, and he only had a leg wound. Hoff had been shot in the head, she must still have had a bunch of pain medications coursing through her veins. In fact, he remembered when one of his good friends back home had undergone surgery, the pain meds they gave him to take when he was home made him act strangely too. He didn't act like himself at all, in fact! Of course that's what it was, he was just too excited and in her drug-addled state, she couldn't react normally. Hiccup almost felt stupid for even thinking that she might have actually not wanted to talk to the only other person in this hospital who might have understood what the other was going through. Hiccup slowly rose, padding his way to her quietly on his crutches, taking extra precautions not to be overwhelming this time.

"Hoff?" He started slowly, quietly, at a volume below normal talking but above a whisper. He saw her arm flinch, and he took an extra deep breath, trying to be the most approachable person ever.

"What." Her voice dripped with malice. He gulped.

"I just wanted to make sure you were-" his sentence was cut off by the sound of a hand crashing into a table angrily. The crack made him jump in surprise, he came prepared for little to no response, and this undeniably more than a little bit of a response.

"Why can't you leave me alone, Hiccup?" Hoff rose up angrily, spinning gesture at him angrily with a hand bladed into a knifelike posture. "All this time you've been an incompetent buffoon, and now that our platoon is dead, could you please let me be? For once, just leave me alone!" She hadn't meant to shout at him, and in the near silence that the room had been before, the sudden outburst felt about a thousand degrees hotter than it had been intended. Hoff and Hiccup didn't realize it, but the whole room had stopped as the two had egregiously violated the 'maximum amount of energy in the room' law.

Hiccup looked at her, the fury still hot in her eyes. Welp, she was back to being herself. Yay. What a victory this was. He nodded silently, backing up slowly on the crutches. He turned, and silently sat back down at his table. The whole room breathed a sigh of relief, as heads turned back away from the commotion to pretend to continue what they had been doing previously.

He looked at the nurse, who had been watching what he was doing intently, in case he had tripped or otherwise needed assistance.

"Did I do something wrong?" He asked sullenly.

"Apparently," she said with a shrug. That wasn't super helpful.

"Do you know what's wrong with her?" The nurse nodded.

"She suffered trauma to her head. A bullet impacted the side of her head at about a twenty degree angle, giving her fractures along the length of the right side of her head. Actually, it was a good thing the bullet hit her at the angle it did, the number of fractures allowed the pressure a little extra room as the swelling—" Hiccup cut her off mid-sentence.

"No, not physically. I meant what's _wrong_ with her; why is she acting like that?" The nurse leaned to her right to get a better look at Hoff, before sitting straight up again and staring Hiccup in the face in order to give him her professional, medical opinion.

"I have no idea."

Hiccup sighed. He hadn't felt like this incapable in a while. He was going to watch his friends be laid to rest, and he had to be helped into his uniform. You'd think that on a day like today, he'd find a way to get into it himself, but he just kept almost falling. So against his better judgement, he had asked for help. He glanced down at his left leg with disdain, eyeing the blue trouser where it had been neatly folded backwards and pinned against itself in order to prevent it from dragging on the ground. He must have looked ridiculous.

Hiccup tried to straighten up his uniform in the relatively short car ride between Walter Reed and Arlington. No matter how he tried to smooth things out though, he knew he would have some wrinkles in his Army Service Uniform jacket by the time he stepped out. He glanced to his left, watching Hoff as she fidgeted with her own uniform. Actually, she wasn't futzing with it like he was. She was staring at a single new ribbon that adorned her chest. It was purple, with white stripes on the side.

She stared at it intently, watching light sheen of the ribbon change as she tilted this way and that in the car. Hiccup could see an expression that needed no explanation set grimly on her features. He too shared the same sentiment. How he would have given anything to get rid of this damn ribbon, this ribbon that all of his friends wore horizontally. The car eventually slowed to a halt, and a pair of soldiers boasting a 3rd Infantry Division patches and the most spotless uniforms the two had ever seen held the doors open for them.

A massive crowd formed before their vehicle, full of a vast assortment of people. Each family had had their own personal ceremony the previous day, but they were all to be laid to rest at the same time.

Before them laid a path along the grass, perfectly clear of all people, obstacles or other debris. Hundreds of faces turned towards them from both sides of the path. Cameras and news reporters filled were pushed up close to the edge of the path in order to get their best shot of the survivors and the families of the deceased. Behind them stood an untold number of unrelated observers here to pay their respects after all they had seen on the news. Hiccup appreciated their support, their willingness to at least be present for the families of those who were utterly wrecked by the last week.

Hoff took her first step down the aisle, Hiccup crutching along beside her. Hiccup glanced at the faces of the newscasters. He had never seen so many people look on him with sympathy. He took a second step. There were very few sounds to be heard at the moment. There were no cars running, no sneezing, no coughing, or any other distraction of any kind. Just utterly deafening silence. He could hear his crutches thump against the ground in time with Hoff's third footstep. A slight wind picked up, tugging on the coats of those in attendance, offering a light 'thwup' noise to break up the unnerving calm.

Halfway down the aisle, Hiccup got to see the next set of visitors. It looked like all of congress had shown up at this funeral, or at least most of them. He had never seen so many important people in one spot before. He couldn't help but think bitterly about how much those bastards who had taken his leg would have loved to sneak a bomb into here.

Looking at the faces of the politicians, he felt a strange strain of rage twist its way in the midst of his pangs of sorrow. There were a few faces amongst the crowd of politicians that looked… bored. Uninterested. Like this whole thing was just a big inconvenience for them. It's like they were there because if they weren't, it reflect poorly in their polls. And God forbid that something happen bad in their polls, that was truly a fate worse than… oh wait no it wasn't. At least that's the impression he got from them, he had no proof of that. Maybe he was just overly sensitive at the moment because this was probably the worst day of his life. Maybe. Maybe not. Who gives a shit. This whole event made him feel angry, sad, and guilty all at the same time. It was a weird concoction of misery that he hoped never to feel again.

He finally stopped short at the front of the aisle. He could have moved a few feet to the left and taken his sat down in the two remaining chairs, next to one of the families who sat in the front row, but he just couldn't. He stood transfixed, looking up and down the row. Eleven to his left, eleven to his right. A perfect row of silver coffins draped in the most beautiful cloth he had ever known.

He turned in the direction of his chair, crutching past it. He went all the way down the line, stopping at the first coffin. A wreath wrapped around the figure of large man in his full combat gear, a grin firmly emplaced on his lips and a jovial glint in his eye. Sgt Gobber. He turned slowly around, returning to the family directly opposite the coffin. He looked at Sgt Gobber's mother and father. Her older features wavered in an attempt to maintain a strong appearance. Hiccup was doing just the same, though admittedly much closer to failing. He stepped forward, wrapping her up in a hug.

"I'm so sorry," he finally choked out. Damnit, he promised himself he wouldn't cry. "I'm so very sorry." He finally pulled back from the embrace, noting that Mrs. Gobber had similarly broken her own promise. Tight lipped, he gave her a slight nod, stepping in front of Mr. Gobber.

"You must be the Haddock that our son told us so much about," Mr. Gobber said, lips pulled taught. Hiccup nodded slightly.

"I'm sorry," he said again. His words felt paltry in comparison to what Mr. Gobber was feeling, standing here laying his own son to rest. After a few seconds, he moved on the next family. He continued on, going to each of the twenty two families, offering what simple condolences he had to offer. It wasn't much, but he didn't know what else he could do. He felt like he had to do something, and what he was doing felt so inadequate. He finally sat back down on his chair next to Hoff, easing back down into it with a tired sigh. It was at that moment that he noticed the joint chief of staff had been standing by the podium the whole time. Usually it was him who would be waiting for hours on end for a general of any kind to show up, but now the singular highest ranking military officer who was waiting patiently for him to finish paying his respects to the families. Had it been other circumstances, he would have found this change of events oddly amusing.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he began. "I have the honor of having the finest job in the world. I am responsible for this nation's greatest resource: America's sons and daughters. Each day provides me with new challenges and brings new delights as I learn about their accomplishments in defense of our great nation. And other days I am faced with my own failures. Today is unfortunately one of the latter," he said with a pause, shifting from one foot to the other.

"There are few days that are as singularly sobering as the ones like the day I got a call saying 'sir, we've lost a whole platoon.' It is a reminder to the rest of us, both military and civilian, of the price paid for our freedom. It is the most expensive price that can possibly be paid, and it is paid with the singular best thing our great nation produces: the blood of those who stand up in the darkest of nights and say 'Go rest, I'll stand watch over you tonight.'"

"I am reminded of the quote from George Orwell, 'People sleep peaceably in their beds at night only because rough men stand ready to do violence on their behalf.' Well before you lay twenty two such men. Such men who were rougher and tougher than any I have ever known. And to them, I am eternally grateful. And to the families of the fallen," the general listed off all the names of the next of kin of the fallen soldiers, "to you I can one thing. I can only say that I wish had the proper words to express my condolences from both myself and the American people at the sacrifice you have made. Thank you for your time." It was a quick speech, with a rather abrupt ending, but the general wanted to say what he felt was necessary and not spend so much time up there that it felt like he was dragging on the ceremony unnecessarily.

Twenty two teams of honor guard soldiers snapped to attention, taking positions three deep on either side of each casket. With military precision, each flag was lifted off and folded crisply. Twenty two soldiers bearing flags approached the grieving family members, offering the flag that had draped over their sons, daughters, husbands, and wives.

Seven soldiers in the background snapped to attention, bringing rifles up to their soldiers. The first seven shots echoed in the still air. Hiccup glanced at Hoff, who stood still as death itself. A metallic clack sounded as the riflemen readied their next volley. The next seven shots cracked. Hoff visibly flinched, her shoulders drooping slightly.

"Ready!" Seven weapons snapped another round into the chamber in unison.

"Aim!" Seven weapons aimed into the air.

"Fire!" Seven weapons fired their last rounds. Hoff broke her perfect position of attention, her chin dropping to her chest. Her shoulders rocked in silent sobs.

A lone bugler steadied his instrument against his lips, sounding out Taps in a slow, solemn way that neither Hiccup nor Hoff would soon forget.

A/N #2: This scene was kinda hard for me to write. I try to get in the mind of the characters I'm writing and feel what they would be feeling, so I wrote the last part of this chapter imagining what I would be feeling if my friends in the military came home in boxes, or how I imagine my friends and family would react if I died. There'll be one more sad chapter (though less sad and more of just 'wow Hoff/Hiccup are really just hating life at the moment') and then it will get progressively more upbeat as the two go about fixing themselves and each other.


	4. Broken

A/N: This will be a long author's note, got a major life event (and its impact on the story) to discuss. First off, response to the guest reviews (I try to send PMs to everyone who leaves a review who logged in to do so)

Guest: Thanks! I personally felt like I wasn't doing the emotional scenes enough justice, and that's some of the weakest part of my writing. So I'm glad you thought that they were done well. That's encouraging, to me at least. I still need to work on them, though.

Ok, so the bad news first, and then the explanation of the life event (though the event itself is not bad). This story will have to be a lot shorter than I originally intended. I was originally going to push it out to hopefully 100,000 words, since I have never written anything that big before, I thought it would be a great challenge. Plus, I had extremely rudimentary plans to make it go that long. What that means is that I'll be accelerating the pace of the story quite significantly, which means that the events I had planned may happen faster than would make sense if they were real people. Which kinda sucks. But it'll have to do. And the reason for the abrupt change of pace is… I'm being deployed. Usually you're able to plan ahead on these things, since moving units downrange is something that is planned well in advance, but I'm in a unique situation. My time at my current station is up, so I'm PCSing (permanent change of station) to a new unit, and they're deploying in just a few months. So I'll have a month or two here, then I'll move, and a month or two later I'll be in the middle east. So yeah. Which brings me to my last point: If this story inspired anyone, let me know, because if you feel like you'd like to continue this story I'd be more than willing to pass off the reigns to you since I'll be focusing on other things for the next year or so after I PCS. So that's where I am right now. If nobody is interested, I'll try to finish up the story as quick as I can so that it's complete before I head downrange. So yup. On with the story.

Of all the time wasting things she had ever endured in her life, this was arguably the worst offender yet. And that is saying a lot, she was in the military. All she ever did was 'hurry up and wait,' just like all the other lower enlisted in all of the military. What's that? A battalion formation at 1600? Better have the company form up at 1545, have the platoon form up at 1530, have the squad form up at 1515, so she had better be there by 1500. Oh right, it didn't matter anyway, because the formation at 1600 was just to ensure everyone was there for when the Battalion Commander finally showed up at 1630, so he could tell all the leadership that he needed to see them tomorrow. God the Army was so dumb sometimes. But this? This had to take the cake.

"And how did that make you feel?" She almost wished that God would smite her into the ground at that very moment so that this endless monotony of timewasting could end.

"Well, I felt useless. There were so many of them and so few of us. We barely were able to break contact after we took out their machine gunners. And maybe if we hadn't, maybe if we had been able to keep their attention focused on us…" Hiccup's voice trailed off as he twirled one of his crutches aimlessly, eyes downcast. The therapist spoke up again.

"You can't play the 'what if' games, Specialist Haddock. You can't dwell on what might have been. More than likely, you would have all perished and then nobody would have been saved, but we have to focus on what is here and now."

"Yeah, I know," he sighed.

"What about you, Hofferson? What did you feel in the first few moments of the firefight?"

Hoff's nostrils flared in anger. This was such a pointless waste of time. Holy shit, she could be doing so many more valuable things than this right now. Literally anything would be more productive than this. She didn't know why they were sending her to PTSD counselling, she obviously wasn't a weakling, she could take combat and its repercussions without the help of others. But no, they had forced her to come. And worst of all, they had forced her to come and do group therapy with _him_.

It's not like she'd always hated Hiccup. It was a fairly recent development. In fact, she used to get along great with Hiccup, he had been one of her closer friends in the Platoon. He was smart, witty, a sarcastic bastard, and in general just a funny guy who was always there when you needed him. She used to be friends with him. She also used to have a platoon that was more than just a memorial.

Damn it all, this whole thing was someone's fault. And goddamn it, she'd run over it a million times in her mind. She'd thought about every single field training exercise they'd done before their deployment, every single mission, every single moment. She knew whose fault it was, and it pissed her off to no end.

Hoff turned her attention back to the question that had been presented her. She shrugged halfheartedly.

"Recoil."

"I'm being serious, Specialist Hofferson."

"So was I. I felt recoil every time I pulled the trigger." The therapist sighed, very nearly rolling his eyes.

"I'm asking about how you felt internally, not what you felt externally," he clarified. They both knew full well that she understood what he meant the first time, and was just being stubborn about it.

Hoff's mouth clenched shut, the muscles in her jaw flexed briefly as she ground her teeth together. The muscles on the right side of her neck popped out as she waged her own internal war. The therapist noted that there was a brief flash of intense anger in her eyes before she shut them tight. Hoff forced herself to relax, not because she wanted to actually talk to this stupid guy in this stupid room, but because contracting every muscle in her upper body put a lot of pressure on the metal plate that now took up a sizeable portion of the right side of her skull. And she was a long way away from being off painkillers. She reopened her eyes, merely a second and a half after the therapist had asked her the question, but she felt like she'd been sitting there trying to shut him out for ages. Her brow was still furrowed in pain from her mental outburst, and remained that way for another few minutes.

"Well?" The therapist finally said after another fifteen seconds of staring at each other.

"What do you want me to say? Do you want me to say that I'm stricken with grief over killing terrorists? I'm not. Do you want me to say that I was scared? I wasn't. Should I say that I was horrified over the deaths that happened? It's war. Death happens," she finished with a scowl.

"I want you to say the truth," he spoke in an infuriatingly even tone. "I want you to speak candidly about whatever you feel like."

"I am speaking the truth," she replied hotly. "I don't regret what happened on the mountain."

"And I'm not saying that you weren't speaking the truth. You asked what I wanted to hear, and that is my answer. I only ask that you speak candidly."

"Oh," she said in a small voice, sitting back into her chair. Apparently in her rant, she had begun leaning forward. She didn't remember exactly when, though.

"And you didn't feel any emotion at all at the beginning of the firefight?" the therapist continued back to his original line of questioning.

"Satisfaction," she said. "They were shooting at my friends, I wanted to save my friends and kill the ones who were trying to hurt them." She paused for a few seconds. "I got half of my wish, I guess." The therapist changed the subject.

"So after you shot the machine gunners out of the turret, what did you do next?"

"We fell," Hiccup said. "Technically we were sliding, but it was more falling than sliding. More painful than sliding, too." Hiccup said, absentmindedly rubbing his hip where a bruise still remained. When they had first arrived, they had been covered head to toe in bruises, partially from combat and partially from their descent. While most of them were healed, there were still a few of the deeper ones that lingered.

"And?"

"Well, I was still terrified," Hiccup continued. "I thought that the mountain was going to beat me to death and that years later they'd find my body at the bottom of a ravine, all beaten up and mangled." He said, twisting his fingers and hands together in a big lumpy knot to illustrate best he could what he imagined his body would have looked like. He took a few seconds, contorting his wrists slightly painfully to ensure that he fully portrayed corpse correctly.

"And what about you, Specialist Hoff?"

"I also thought I was going to die," she said with another nonplussed shrug.

"So you were scared?"

"I wasn't scared!" she said adamantly. "I just thought it was going to happen. Like I said, it was war. Death happens."

"Have you ever been scared of death?"

"Never!" She said, slightly haughtily. "We're soldiers. You have to accept the risk of death. It's an occupational hazard." The therapist looked at her hard, examining every inch of her face. Hoff half expected the a buzzer to sound as if the therapist had an internal lie detector that was about to physically manifest itself in the room, so that all of her secrets could be laid bare. It was like the therapist saw through her every façade as was examining her naked soul. She shivered slightly as the therapist slightly narrowed his eyes.

"I see. That's very… surprising."

"It is?"

"Yes, most people aren't that cavalier about their own demise. I appreciate your _honesty_ regarding such tough issues," the therapist emphasizing the one word as he stared at Hoff.

"Er, ah, well, no problem." She suddenly found herself stumbling over her own tongue trying to find the right words.

"Anyways, where were we. You had just fallen down the side of the mountain, correct?"

"Right," Hiccup interjected. "Well, we started picking ourselves up about halfway down, once we finally stopped rolling—" a knock sounded on the door, as the receptionist stepped inside.

"Excuse me Doctor, but you have another appointment waiting outside for you."

"Oh of course, the 1:30 appointment. How could I forget," he said, slapping his forehead. He turned back to the two patients inside. "Well, I'll see both of you back here," he paused, scanning their collective file before continuing. "In two days. Specialist Hofferson, may I see you a moment before you leave?" Hiccup took the hint, skedaddling as quick as his leg and crutches would allow. Hoff followed Hiccup with her eyes as he left the room, only looking back at the doctor once the door to the outside was shut.

"What do you want? I'm telling you the truth," she affirmed. The doctor held up his hands in a mock surrender.

"I know that, that's not why I asked you to stay behind. You just look extremely tired. Have you been sleeping well?"

"Yeah, of course." The deep bags under her bloodshot eyes told the truth, however. The doctor smiled knowingly.

"Well I'm going to write you a prescription for sleeping medicine anyway, just in case you need it." Hoff watched as his pen scratched at his prescription pad, filling in the boxes with a scrawl that she only hoped the pharmacist could decipher.

"Thanks," she mumbled, snatching the paper from his outstretched hand.

The orange bottle felt strangely cool in her hand, perfectly smooth save for the slight abrasion of the label that was wrapped around the translucent cylinder. She examined the bottle with a keen eye, twisting it in her grasp, peering at it from all angles. Maybe a dozen disc-shaped white pills rattled around inside like a medicinal maraca.

She had gone back and forth for hours debating whether or not she should get the prescription filled. She didn't want the help sleeping, but she wasn't getting restful sleep either. Somehow, she felt that taking sleeping pills meant that her own body had bested her, and she hated losing. So it was either admit defeat, or possibly sleep soundly through the night. If the pills were guaranteed to give her a good night's sleep, then she'd go for it. But she wasn't convinced that she was going to get the desired perfect night's sleep, so it was still a toss-up.

She flopped back on to her bed, tossing the bottle straight up in the air, idly switching which hand she caught and threw with. She kept weighing the pros and cons in her head, every few seconds thinking of something new to tip the balance in one way or another. After a few minutes of thinking, she flubbed one of the catches, the bottle crashing down against her chin, ricocheting into the corner of the room. She swore heavily for a few seconds, before jumping out of bed, picking up the bottle and staring at it angrily. Screw it. Why not.

In the space of a few minutes, she'd carried out her nightly 'get ready for bed' routine, pausing before the mirror with the bottle of meds in her hand. She glanced at it, slightly amused by the warning labels about operating heavy machinery under the influence of sleeping meds. Someone had to have done something incredibly stupid to warrant that cautionary note. She unscrewed the top, popped a pill into her mouth before downing it with a gulp of water. Grimacing at the bitter taste, she snapped the lights off in her room and plopped back down on her bed. She tugged the uncomfortable hospital linens tight around her, glancing at the clock that shone down upon her with unmercifully bright red numbers. 8:24.

Blinding sunlight forced Hoff's eyes open, as the sun set upon a ruggedly beautiful mountainside. Hoff glanced around, her boot-clad feet standing astride the crest of the craggy ridgeline. All below her she could see the landscape, every rock, every boulder, every tree, every stream, every nook and cranny of the landscape before her. She felt like a goddess, controlling all that she could see. And damnit, what good is it being a goddess if you don't explore your own land?

She took step down the one of the sides, away from the setting sun and down towards the shadowy areas. She frowned slightly, her footsteps felt heavier than she had expected. She glanced, almost surprised to see her old rucksack back on her back. The same ruck sack she'd had the entire time at Dragon Troop, the one she knew inside and out. The one that had the gashes she'd patched up with duct tape on the sustainment pouches on the left hand side because some idiot (Snot) had decided to bring and practice with his throwing knives during a field training exercise. The same one that had a few popped stitches on the right most seam. She felt a bit better once she saw it; it was like an old friend suddenly returned home. She shrugged the weight higher onto her shoulders and soldiered on.

She strode down the mountain confidently. A rock came loose under her feet, sending it and a bunch of its smaller companions skidding down the mountainside. She flailed her arms around trying to correct her balance, only barely bringing her weight back on top of her feet. The additional weight on her back in addition to flailing a rifle around made it challenging (at a minimum) to regain a semblance of balance. She brought the weapon back down diagonally across her chest, her gloved hand gripping the cold, sharp ridges of the empty rail system on the front of the weapon.

The weapon hitched on something as it slid back and forth across her chest as she walked. Glancing down, she realized she was rubbing it against her plate carrier and the corners of the weapon had been rattling against the corners of the magazines in her vest. She adjusted her hands so that the weapon would stop just short of the vest, instead of actually rubbing against it, continuing her trek down the mountainside.

Afternoon gave way into evening, and the shadows lengthened considerably. The temperature began to fall as she strode along, passing gurgling creeks with quick strides. She paused just beyond a boulder, letting the rucksack drop from her shoulders in order to pull out what was colloquially known as 'snivel gear,' basically anything that was designed to keep you warm or dry. With a warmer layer on, she paused before hoisting the weight up onto her back again.

Nighttime had fully enveloped the world, and she basked in its chilling beauty. The cloudless sky let a million stars glimmer down upon the landscape each vying for the right to be called 'the most gorgeous star in the night sky.' The crescent moon illuminated the barren parts of the mountain with the same soft glow that only night can provide.

Hoff reached up to her helmet, pulling down the monocle over her left eye, filling it with a green hue. Every single spec of light in the night sky exploded in light; the world above her became a deep green sea speckled with uncountable number glittering points of light. More stars than she had ever seen manifested in that green tint. After gaping for entirely too long, she returned her vision to the darker, shadowed areas of the mountain, shouldering her rucksack again.

She continued on to the deeper, darker parts of the mountain. That's the funny thing about night vision goggles, is that they enhance the available light. But when there's no light available to enhance, you're as blind as the next person. The shadows continued to pile on thicker, until she could barely see anything, even through the green flashlight held up to her left eye. After a while walking, she paused, glancing around her. Where was she?

The bushes to her right shook slightly. She whipped her weapon up, aiming at it what she had heard. She looked hard, unable to see through the veil of darkness. She heard a snap of a twig behind her. She whirled, snapping her weapon to her shoulder and dropping to a knee. She stared into the blackness, hardly daring to breath. She listened intently, hoping to hear what it was that was behind her. There was another rustle off to her right. She snapped her head in that direction, watching for even a hint of movement. A twig snapped off to her left. Screw this.

Hoff took off in a dead sprint uphill, tearing through the terrain as fast as her legs could carry her. Blood pumped through her veins, coursing through her body like fire as every muscle begged for mercy. She continued her sprint with unabating power. Rocks spat backwards from her feet like they had been fired from a cannon as she continued her ascent. A root hooked her right foot, sending her sprawling painfully against the dirt. She dropped the rucksack, spinning with her rifle downhill. Whoever had been following her would surely perish.

A single man emerged from the bushes, walking silently towards her. The sun must have started rising because she could see his face clearly, despite the camouflage paint he wore. She stood up in surprise.

Sgt Gobber?

Gobber walked up to her, pausing as he stood before her. She could barely believe her eyes. How was he standing in front of her, how could this possibly be happening. He looked at her for a few seconds before giving a disapproving scowl and walking off silently into the night. Another person filed into sight, emerging from the same bushes that Gobber had emerged from. Fishlegs. All in all, the remaining twenty people filed past her silently, faces mottled with black, green, and brown. Every weapon and piece of gear was taped so that they didn't make undue rattling noises. Each footfall was perfectly silent as they walked past her, a few giving her equally disapproving looks. A twenty-third soldier walked up, the last in the line.

"We're going off to fight, Hoff. Are you coming?" Hiccup said, staring her directly in the eyes. She wanted to say yes. She tried to say yes. Her mouth moved in a 'yes' shape but no sounds came out. She grasped her throat with one hand, as if she could force the words out of her mouth if only she could push it out. Hiccup scoffed. "Figured as much," he said with a sneer before following the rest of the platoon up the mountainside.

She tried to run after them, to join up at the back of the formation, but her feet suddenly refused to move.

She screams, her throat hurting from exertion, no noise

"Wait, wait. Don't go. Take me with you."

"Please don't go, I want to fight, please don't leave me alone" The stillness of the night settled in all around her, alone in the woods.

The first gunshot lit up the darkened mountainside. A hundred thousand shots erupted all at once, the once peaceful night scene erupting in a brilliant display of reddish hues. Red and green tracers danced back and forth across the craggy surface, each trying to extinguish the other's source.

Hoff once again tried to run to the aid of her friends, unable to move her legs. It was like her muscles had been completely spent on the sprint uphill, and now refused to even acknowledge her commands. She turned to yell after them.

"Wait, take me with you!" She wanted to yell. "I want to fight!" She tried to shout. Her throat hurt from the exertion of her attempts to make even the slightest noise, but her voice remained stubbornly absent.

The first muzzle flash lit up the mountainside with an orange light. Hoff jerked her head in its direction as a dozen other weapons all responded with their own salvo of crackles and pops. Green and red tracers danced their way along the mountainside, each desperately seeking the source of each other's harsh light.

A light flashed on in her mind as she realized that from where she was, she could see one of the sources of the tracers. She could help! She pulled her weapon up, pressing the weapon into her shoulder with her left hand. She took careful aim, slowing her breathing to almost naught. She slowly squeezed the trigger with her right hand, bringing the sliver of metal back carefully, smoothly. The weapon uttered an unsatisfying, metallic 'clack' as the hammer fell forward and refused to fire.

She could feel the panic well within her chest as she brought the weapon down slightly, smacking the bottom of the magazine. She canted the weapon slightly, grabbing the charging handle with her left hand, pulling it mightily to the rear. She froze as the T-shaped handle stayed back. Her magazine was empty.

She tapped the magazine release button, flicking the weapon slightly so the magazine fell down and away, bouncing to its resting place maybe three feet from her. She deftly grabbed the next magazine, smoothly inserting it and tapping the bolt release in the same motion. The bolt rode forward with a satisfying clunk, loading the next round. Taking considerably less time to aim, she pulled the trigger again.

The weapon still didn't fire.

Panicking, she pulled the mag out. Empty. She grabbed the next magazine from her vest. Empty. Empty. Empty, empty, empty! All of her magazines were void of ammunition. She hoisted the weapon over her head, hurling it the ground with all of her might. Sinking to her knees, Hoff's voice finally returned as she uttered the universal guttural cry of pain and loss.

The sun began peaking over the horizon behind her, baking the mountainside in a blood red glow. She leaned forward, her forehead lightly touching the ground in front of her. Tears turned the dust before her into tiny pools of mud. Over her crying, she almost didn't hear the sound of the warlord's militia walking up to her. She paused as she heard the sound of an AK cocking above her. She didn't even look up as the man pulled the trigger.

Hoff jumped straight up in her bed, drenched in sweat and as white as the hospital bedsheets. She flopped back down onto the bed, making an uncomfortable squishing noise as she impacted the puddle she had created. The clock shone down on her, the numbers 05:17 unmistakable in its unrelenting glare.

Damn, she'd slept through the whole night. She was never taking those meds again, though. The dreams were pretty standard; she'd been having those every night since _it_ had happened, or at least a variation on the same theme. Usually she could wake herself up when they started getting bad though, but apparently she couldn't do that while heavily medicated.

She slid onto the floor, weary from her decidedly not restful sleep. She trudged over to the mirror, examining the bags that were etching themselves further into her face with each passing day. Damnit, what she would give for just one dreamless night of sleep.

She turned on the faucet, splashing her face with the cold water that poured into the porcelain bowl. The remnants of water streamed down her face in rivulets, dropping off of her chin into the sink with tiny splashes.

Goddamnit.

She balled her fists on the edge of the sink, nearly lifting herself off the ground with the pressure she put onto her knuckles. How many times had she been here? Seven, in the last seven days. What a track record. And here she was again, plagued by nightmares, unable to sleep. Unable to think.

She sat back down on to her bed, smashing her fists into her eye sockets, trying to punch the memories out of her head. She tensed every muscle in her body as she could feel the throbbing headache that came with too much pressure on the metal plate in her skull begin to set in. Damnit. Damnit all. Everyone else could do this, everyone else could cope with the pain, cope with the loss, cope with the dreams. But not her. Why couldn't she do it?

Her hands jumped up to her hair, grabbing it by the roots and pulling mightily downwards. She could feel her teeth grind under her pained grimace. God she was so stupid. She had joined the military partly to prove that she was just as strong as anyone else, stronger even. But here she was being cut down by what everyone else could deal with no problem. She was alone in her agony, and nothing and no one could help her.

Who was she supposed to talk to, the therapist? What the hell had he done that could possibly let him relate to her situation? All he'd done was take some stupid bullshit classes that made him talk about his feelings, and whoop de doo, now here he was like a goddamn expert. To hell with him. He had no idea what she was going through.

It wasn't out of the question to talk to Hiccup, given that he was literally the only other person who had gone through the—no. No, no, no. Hell no. There was no way in hell, that she was going to let him see how much of a fucking weakling she was. She'd spent all that time proving she was the toughest soldier in the platoon, there was no way in hell she'd just let him see that. What the hell would he think of her? He would probably hate her and blame her for the death of their platoon, and she wasn't going to let that happen. Fuck. Anything but that.

What the hell was she supposed to do? Just wait until life came by and gave her another shot to the stomach? She wasn't coping well as it was, she couldn't take another hit.

Actually, a shot didn't sound that bad right about now. A lot of them. The more alcohol the better. She pushed herself to her feet, the throbbing in her head causing her a second or two of dizziness, but she quickly figured out which way was the floor and sorted out the issue.

Now the hospital didn't have a bar, but it did have a pharmacy. Maybe she could convince one of them to give her a refill on her Vicodin, that'd take her mind off of everything. At least for a bit. She meandered through the hallways, finally finding the precious dispenser of medicine without a line. Thank god.

"Excuse me, hi, can I get a refill on Vicodin?" She said as sweetly as she could to the pharmacist. The guy behind the counter looked at her like she had four heads.

"No. Are you nuts? We don't give medicine directly to patients here. Where's your nurse?" He said, leaning forward and looking behind her and to the side.

"I just woke up and I have a splitting headache, I need something. Please," she said, nearly begging him at this point.

"No," he said with finality. Hoff stood there for about thirty more seconds, shifting weight from foot to foot.

"Please?"

"Get out of here, I'm not giving you medicine unless your nurse comes and gets it!" He said like he was shooing a dog away from a meal that had just popped out of the oven. Hoff took the hint, slinking away. Damnit her head still hurt. And she still had enough presence of mind to remember what a terrible excuse for a soldier she was. Double fun.

She plopped down on a nearby chair that was meant for the families of patients, but she doubted anyone was going to stop her. She sat there, sulking for a bit. She began to think through the mission for the hundred thousandth time. It was all she did in her spare time, it felt like. It was her favorite most hated hobby, and she was really good at it. She started over at the beginning, when she first heard the sounds of the cars.

Listen. Shoot. Fall. Run. Hide. Shoot. Hit. Awaken.

Listen. Shoot. Fall. Run. Hide. Shoot. Hit. Awaken.

She replayed the memories over and over, getting steadily angrier and angrier. Damnit all, where the hell was Hiccup? She was going to give him a piece of her mind about all of this. This whole thing, it just sucked! She knew who was to blame for all of this, too.

She strode through halls angrily, mumbling the numbers on the doors as she passed. She took a few quick turns, focusing on the room numbers the whole way. Evens on the left, odds on the right. Another turn led her down the last hallway.

Room 1043. She paused by the doorway, wondering if she should go in now, or wait until later. She glanced in the window, noting that the shades were pulled up. Hiccup sat on the bed, reading some book by the light of his phone. She opened the door almost shyly; the anger that she had pent up had been spent on the way here.

Hiccup looked up from his book, noting the stature of the person who entered the room.

"Hoff?" It looked like Hoff, but the posture had that same slinking lioness look that she had since they had shown up here. Hoff walked over to his bed, spinning and sitting in one smooth motion at the edge of his bed. Hiccup straightened up, sitting cross-legged next to her. "Are you ok?" A touch of concern in his voice.

"A… Astrid," she finally said.

"Beg pardon?"

"My first name's Astrid. I figure that as the only… as the two…" she tried a couple more times to finish the sentence but couldn't find a way to. "It doesn't seem right that you and I only know each other by our last names." Hiccup nodded, offering his right hand.

"Hi Astrid, my name's Henry." She shook his hand.

"Nice to meet you," she said, trailing off at the end. After a weak handshake, she dropped her eyes to the floor in the darkened room, not moving an inch. Hiccup went back to his previous line of questioning.

"Astrid, are you ok?" The room remained silent for a few more minutes. Hiccup watched Astrid's neck move slightly in the low light, like she was trying to talk but unable to.

"It's my fault," she finally said, just above a whisper.

"What?"

"It's all my fault. I'm the reason they're dead, they died because I couldn't—" all the bottled up pain, anger, and misery came gushing out in a series of strangled sobs too pitiful to describe.

"Astrid, it's not your fault," Hiccup said, scooting closer to her.

"No, it is. If I thought our security position was too close. If I had pushed up further like I had intended, I would have heard the trucks sooner and I would have saved them. If I had been faster on the trigger, I would have been able to shoot the gunners faster and I could have been able to save them. It's all my fault. All of it." Hiccup reached forward, grabbing her around the shoulders, pulling her tightly. Hot tears dropped on his arms as he hugged her.

"It's not your fault, none of it is."

"But it is! If I hadn't flicked the safety switch when I did, you'd still have your leg. It's all my fault, and I'm so sorry." She pushed away from his embrace. "Please forgive me," she pleaded. Hiccup looked at her tearful eyes, before pulling her back into a hug.

She didn't care if her wailing was causing a scene. She didn't give a shit. All she wanted was to stay in those warm arms that felt safer than a bullet proof vest.

"There's nothing to forgive," he said softly as she cried into his shoulder. "There's nothing to forgive."

A/N: Survivor's guilt is real, people.


	5. Muscle

A/N: Just a heads up, nothing exciting happens in this chapter.

Guest 1: It was bittersweet, but there you could definitely start to see the tinges of the silver lining. Thanks for your word of encouragement, I'll do my best!

Guest 2: Thanks, I'm really glad I was able to write it effectively. I'm going to try to finish it, but I'm sure if anyone picks it up, they'll do a better job than I can at telling the story, since I know I'm not that great of a writer (see: username) especially in comparison to some of the people here. Oh, and you're welcome.

Astrid struggled to open her eyes, having to intentionally focus on lifting one sleepy eyelid at a time. Finally, she was able to pry her left eye open, and after a great deal of effort, her right eye as well. And they closed again. Open. Closed. Open, for real this time. The problem with sleeping is that sometimes when you awoke it was like battling a force of nature just to gain enough wakefulness to actually wake up. Astrid found herself on that battlefield at that moment, trying to shake the grip the horrible Z Monster had on her head. After a few moments, the room slowly returned to focus.

She could tell by the feeling in her mouth that either she had been sleeping with her mouth wide open or had been drooling heavily since she had fallen asleep. God, it was like a desert had crawled into her mouth, setting up a home while she was asleep. A home for itself _and _its neighbors. Hell, there was probably a whole apartment complex of deserts in her mouth. Based on the fact that she could smell her own breath, a couple of the new inhabitants had probably died as well. Shifting her head slightly down, she could tell by the large-ish, still slightly damp mark on Hiccup's shirt she quickly concluded that she had been drooling all night. Wait, Hiccup?

Astrid's head jerked sharply as she looked up from where she lay. Sure enough, she saw the lanky man's head tilted towards her, eyes grinning more than his mouth was. She looked over her shoulder, noticing that his arm was still around her neck, holding her far shoulder. When did that happen? It was at that moment she realized she had been sleeping with her head laying on Hiccup's torso.

It wasn't the first time they'd been touching while sleeping, but this time it just felt awkward. They'd slept together a bunch of times when it was cold as hell outside and they had to just lay in the prone and watch a bridge or something equally exciting.

"Morning sleepyhead," Hiccup said with a slight chuckle in his voice. "Or to be slightly more accurate, 'good afternoon.' It's almost 1PM."

"What year is it?" She rubbed her eyes.

"2187, you've been kept alive in a stasis chamber, and have only been resurrected in order to," his eyes widened as he made grandiose gesture with free hand, "save the world! And to get off my arm, because it's fallen asleep." Astrid sat up, hair streaming behind her in disarray.

"Sorry," she said sheepishly.

"Eh, no worries. You looked like you needed both sleep and comfort. I just hoped I was able to provide the second."

"It did help a bit. Thanks Hiccup. Er, Henry." She said the last two words with furrowed brows, pronouncing the name like it was this strange new sensation that she wasn't sure she'd be able to get used to.

"Did you at least get good sleep?" Astrid's eyebrows rose in surprise.

"Now that you mention it, yeah. I didn't dream at all. Kinda surprising."

"That's great! Hopefully it stays that way."

"Yeah, hopefully," she sighed. "Hey Hic—Henry?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm sorry for being a bitch these last few days." He waved a hand in front of his face with a flicking motion.

"Don't worry about it. Water under the bridge."

"No, but I mean it. I was really an asshole to you, especially in the cafeteria." Henry sat up in the bed, swinging his legs and foot over the side and bringing himself shoulder to shoulder with Astrid.

"It's really not that big of a deal. You were working through some stuff, we both were. Both are," he said with a slight grimace. "I just thought you were blaming me, and I should just leave you alone, so I did. At least, as much as I could."

"What? No, I blame myself. Why would I blame you?"

"Blamed, you mean? As in past tense? Right?"

"No, still do," Astrid said quietly, glancing down at the floorboards. "Maybe 90% blame me, instead of 100%. But still do. And I was a bitch to you because I screwed up most of my platoon so badly, I didn't want to somehow destroy your life by association. I thought you'd be better off without me. Ow!" Astrid complained as Henry elbowed her in the arm.

"That's for being a moron… and a bitch." He then switched over to giving her a quick side hug. "And that's for everything else. You're a great person Astrid, a good friend, a soldier I'm proud to have served with. I'm just glad you came and talked to me before you went and did something stupid." She looked down sheepishly, blushing slightly. The two sat there for a few moments, neither wanting to speak. Henry suddenly glanced at the clock on the wall and swore.

"I'm late," he announced after a long stream of epithets. "I've got to get to physical therapy."

"Yeah, I should probably go on a run or something, anyway. It's been a while since I've worked out," Astrid said, jumping off the bed.

"See you in a few hours?"

"You betcha."

Astrid stood outside, stretching in warmth of the mid-afternoon sunlight. It had been far too long since she'd been on a run. Even without the last week, the deployment had wreaked havoc on her workout schedule. She was used to doing a mix of long and short runs, but there was something that held her back from doing the kind of long runs she wanted to do. That thing was called bullets. Inside the forward operating base and safe from hostile fire, there just simply wasn't enough space to do sprinting either. So since she had deployed, she hadn't done any intentional running workouts. There were a few that she had gotten in, but those were more in the 'life and death' category than actual workouts.

And now here she was, muscles all locked up from inconsistent use, each stretch seemingly more painful than the last. However, she really enjoyed stretching her legs. She gained a decent amount of pleasure from the sensation of the stretch. She loved the painful pull of the muscle, followed by that breathtakingly wonderful release when she relaxed. Maybe she was just a masochist though.

She let go of the balls of her feet, finally standing upright to finish limbering up for her run. Her final 'stretch,' if you could call it that, consisted of shakiner her arms and legs about, like she could somehow dislodge the stiffness in her muscles and send them flying out the tips of her limbs and onto the ground, where they would no longer be a hindrance. She had made up her mind about ten seconds ago that she'd do an 8x400 workout, guestimating that if she ran around this corner around to the far side of that building and back, it'd be close enough to 400 for her purposes.

Astrid finally settled down, dropping down into a running position. She tensed up, readying herself for her first few strides. She imagined the ground underneath her feet cracking under the pressure she was building up in her legs for her first lap; she imagined the wind splitting before her as her body took off at previously unheard of speeds. She closed her eyes, picturing the speed at which she was about to run. A second later her eyes popped open, a determined look set on her features.

And she was off.

The wind tore at her pants in an annoying way. It was almost like the hospital hadn't issued her running clothes, and that she was supposed to stick to her physical therapy plan of 'light aerobic exercise for the next month only under the supervision of trained therapists.' But that was dumb, and her body hadn't felt this alive in a while.

She turned around the corner, nearly slamming into a doctor that was engrossed in a patient file. She half turned away him as she flailed her arms in order to shift her momentum, mumbling sorry as she passed so close he could feel the wind that she generated.

She began slowing as she raced up to the back side of the building that was her 200m mark. Her feet skidded on the concrete as she peddled quickly in reverse to slow herself down. She reached out a hand, lightly brushing the wall with her fingers, noting how cool and smooth the wall was. Just like that, the gingerly touch ended and she spun 180 degrees, accelerating as fast as she could again. Her heart pounded in her chest, each beat pumping new vigor into her bones as she hurtled back to where she had started. She leaned slightly as she sped back around the corner.

She cruised across the finish, glancing down at her watch with a frown. _110 seconds?_ She internally whipped herself for being slow as shit. She blamed the cardio during the deployment. Holding her hands to the back of her head, she walked around in aimless circles for a few more seconds. Only 30 seconds left of her 60 second cool down. She tried to control her breathing and her heart, but she barely was able to stop gasping before the last 30 seconds had ticked away. She placed her feet back into her starting stance, getting ready for her next lap. She tried to conjure the same amount of energy as her first lap, but it seemed difficult to even start running, let alone shoot out like a speeding bullet like last time.

Oh God her legs felt like they were lead. How could one lap have such a harsh impact on her? Breaths came in sharp gasps as she rounded the corner for the third time. Every muscle in her body ached fiercely; each step was a battle of wills of her body against her mind. As the turnaround rapidly approached, she began her series of rapid, short steps to bleed off the excess speed. Astrid slammed into the wall with an arm outstretched, using a combination of her momentum and her arm strength to launch herself back in the opposite direction.

She thought for a second about slowing down, coasting through to the end at the speed she was currently at. She contorted her face in hatred aimed at herself. There were exactly twenty two people who couldn't push themselves hard anymore because of her, and twenty three people incapable of running. If she slowed down, she'd be doing them a disservice. She'd rather die than let them down. She pressed the gas pedal to the floor, paying no attention to the muscles that cried for mercy. She crossed the finish line, taking four large, jolting steps before coming to a halt. She bent over, her hands grasping her knees and panted for air. She let her breath return before she checked the watch. 109 seconds. Well, that was certainly not the time she was expecting, she fully had expected to add at least five seconds to the run time, given how much pain she was in. Maybe she should only do 4x400, instead of the full eight.

Six laps later, Astrid leaned up against the wall panting for breath. It had taken until the third or fourth lap, but the humid day had finally caught up with her. It must have been the wind that had kept her coolish for the first few laps, but when the heat finally knocked at her doorstep, it had shown up with a vengeance. What had been a dry forehead was almost immediately dripping sweat down the front of her face. And the fact that she was leaving a shoulder print of sweat on the wall behind her gave her a pretty good idea as to how much was covering the rest of her body.

She thrust her arms back, popping herself off of the wall to firmly plant all of her weight on her own two feet. She ran five fingers through the front of her hair before dragging her hand back down diagonally across her face. With a flick, she sent the perspiration flying from both her head and her hand to splatter against the ground. She had done it, all eight laps. She thought she was going to die on the last one, but somehow managed to keep even the last lap around the 120 second mark. Slow as hell for sure, but still not as bad as it could have been. Plus, now she was back on the grind, and she'd be coming back for more. No pain, no gain, roger? She rolled her eyes at her own internal voice, mentally noting that she should strangle herself if she ever talked to herself in Army-speak again.

She turned to go back inside, relishing in the air conditioning that wafted towards her as she neared the automatic doors. She could feel the sweat starting to dry on her skin in flakes, making her whole skin feel just… icky. God, she wanted a shower so badly at that moment. She walked through the hall, pausing mid-stride to look through a window that was twice as long as she was tall, laced with safety wire. Through the panel she could see the gym, where H-Henry was finishing up his therapy with a series of stretches.

Astrid watched through the glass as he gritted his teeth, pulling firmly but gently on his nub, a feeling of guilt washing over her. She could see him mentally counting upwards, finally breathing a sigh of relief once he let go on the count of twenty. He reached over to the other leg, pulling on it in a similar fashion, though it was obvious that the intact leg was far less painful to stretch than the half leg. Astrid sidled to the door, pushing it open silently with one hand. In less than ten seconds she was standing over his shoulder.

"Hey." Henry jumped in surprise, twisting his body sharply to look behind and above him.

"Oh, hey. What's up?" She shrugged.

"I was just on my way back to my room and I saw you in here. Thought you might need a hand or something."

"Astrid, I'm a cripple, not an invalid," he said with a slight laugh. Astrid remained silent, glancing down for a second. "Ok, ok," he said, holding up a hand in a 'stop' gesture. "I get it; the joke was in poor taste."

"Ya think?"

"I usually don't, and I usually get in trouble for it too." That made her chuckle.

"You sure you don't need anything? At all? I've got nothing better to do."

"Well, I'm done with therapy, but since I was here I was going to get a short lift in. Do you want in?" Astrid weighed the options. On the one hand, she was super tired from her run. On the other, she still blamed herself for his limb loss.

"Sure, I guess. As long as it isn't leg day, I just finished a run and my legs are done."

"Yeah, definitely am not planning on lifting legs for a bit." Astrid got this horrified expression on her face, as she stumbled over her own tongue trying to find the right words. No complete sentence emerged, but she spluttered a lot of "I didn't"s followed by a bunch of apologetic words that were well intended.

"I'm so sorry, I wasn't thinking," Astrid finally managed to get out. Henry burst out laughing.

"Oh man, you should have seen your face. It's no big deal, really. It's completely inconsequential. I know you weren't thinking about it. I'm still getting used to it, and they're my legs."

"Still, I should have thought before I put my foot in my mouth." Astrid suddenly froze, looking at him with an expression that wrote plainly across her face 'oh no I messed up again didn't I?' Henry, on the other hand, looked like he was about trying very hard not to laugh.

"It's fine, really. Anyways, what do you _want_ to lift?"

"You asked me, remember? Don't you have a plan already?" He gestured towards her with a slightly curved hand, one finger slightly more outstretched than the others. It was like he was going to point at her, but halfway through the motion he realized he didn't want to, but since his hand was already there, it'd be a waste of energy to change it.

"Hadn't got that far yet. I literally just had the idea." Astrid glanced around at the gym gear before offering an option.

"Well how about… the bench? I'm assuming you haven't done that in a while either, and it's fun." Henry shrugged.

"Sure, why not." The two quickly took up position at the most coveted piece of equipment in the gym, preparing to set up a show for all those around them. People would bask in their glory as they pumped weights harder and faster than everyone else. Or in reality, nobody would give a shit about the miniscule weights they were putting up, since everyone there was focused on their own workout.

Henry settled onto the bench under the weightless bar, assuming the proper stance. Or he almost did. He frowned as he realized he couldn't plant his left leg on the ground. It felt weird, and it threw off his balance a bit. Even though he knew it was only 45 pounds now, he knew it would the effect would be more pronounced as he stacked on extra weight.

He lifted the bar from the uprights, pulling it out and directly over his chest. He let the bar drop quickly to his chest, holding it at the bottom for a few seconds. He popped the bar back up quick enough that the weight of the bar came off his hands for a second before immediately returning crush his wrists. He snapped out nine more reps before dropping the bar onto the small metal ledges that protruded from the vertical posts on the bench. He sat up, hopping around the far side. Since he was basically within arm's reach of where he wanted to be anyway, he didn't feel the need to use his crutches. Astrid jumped forward, using her momentum to swing down onto the bench.

"So what do we do now?" Henry asked. The question caught Astrid off guard.

"What do you mean? Like what do we do after bench?" Astrid said after she finished her set.

"No, I mean we're both going to be medically discharged, probably. Do you have any idea what you're going to do next?" She sat up on the padded surface, looking back at him questioningly.

"What made you think of that?"

"It's just been on my mind for the last day or so. I'd been so focused on the military that I hadn't thought about what to do after the military. It just occurred to me that I might not be able to do many of the things I wanted to do in my life." Astrid pondered for a moment.

"I dunno. I hadn't given it any thought. I'd always assumed I'd be doing this for the rest of my life. Now… like I said I haven't really given it thought. I guess I should go to college, but I still have to figure out what kind of job I want. 45s?" Henry nodded as she stood up to grab the plate from the bottom of the rack next to her. She slid the octagon onto the bar where it rattled slightly.

Henry slid onto the bench, bracing his body for the next set. He pulled his shoulders back and popped the bar up. Five reps later, he was sitting up again.

"Now that you mention it, I don't even know what kind of job I'd want either. I just remember all of our sergeants telling us that going to college is a must, both in and out of the military. But I dunno what I'd do. I've always like sciencey things, so I imagine I'll probably get some sort of STEM major. Probably Mechanical Engineering, now that I think about it. I can use that just about anywhere. Probably." Astrid slapped Henry's back, pointing towards the 25 pound plate. He teetered a bit replacing the 45 with the 25, but got it done eventually.

Astrid dropped down, knocking out a set of 5 without effort. She lay there a little longer, letting her arms fall down and back in a long stretch as she her train of thought pulled into station.

"I suppose I'll get a degree in criminal justice or something. I was born a sheepdog, and damnit I'll be a sheepdog 'till the day I die." Astrid referenced the oft-used adage about the three types of people in the world; the sheep, the sheepdog, and the wolf. The saying was supposed to describe how of the people capable of violence (the dogs), you can either be a protector or an attacker.

"Do you need a degree in criminal justice to be a cop?"

"I have no idea, probably. Seems like everyone I know is getting a degree in criminal justice, so I'll at least have other sheepdog friends to hang out with once I get there. Good luck finding kindred spirits in your nerd school."

"I'm sure I can find some other vets somewhere. They'll be easy to find. They'll be the ones with the long beards and the oh-so-subtle Ranger Up or Grunt Style gear," Henry rolled his eyes when he referenced the military-specific clothing lines. Nothing says 'Hi, have I told you about my time in the service?' than a T-Shirt with a skull, crossed M4s and super bravado-laden quotes written in distressed text.

Henry reached over, stripping off the 25 pound weight before adding a 45 and replacing the 25 on the outside.

"I guess you're right, they probably aren't too hard to find. Plus, dorms are probably a lot like barracks. Crowded, dirty, overflowing with alcohol, and inhabited by man-children."

"Ha ha, you're probably right." Henry stopped talking as he finished his next set. As he sat up, he frowned. "What are you going to do immediately post-hospital?" Astrid started to talk, stopping as she realized she actually had no plan. The result was her mouth flopping open once or twice without actually saying anything. She paused, touching her chin lightly as she thought for a few moments.

"That's a really good question. I'm hoping that before I leave I'll have a plan for that." Astrid reached over, stripping the 25s off, leaving only the 45s for her next set.

"You going to stay with your folks?"

"Oh _hell_ no. No. No way. Never. Why, are you?"

"No, I probably won't stay with your parents." Astrid cuffed him pretty hard on the side of the head. "Ok, ok. Geez, I won't stay with your parents, I can take a hint." Astrid wound up, delivering a knockout punch to his gut, leaving him gasping for breath. While he was recovering, she pumped out her set.

"Are you done joking, funny boy?"

"Ok, damn. No sense of humor, got it. No, I don't think I will either. I might live with my Mom, if she lives near a college I want to go to or something. But I could not live with my Dad, no way. Just could never happen." Astrid slapped the second set of 45s onto the bar for Henry.

"Well, I'm going to figure out somewhere to stay, at least until I get to college," she said as Henry struggled to get the bar up for the third rep. As the weights came clanging back down on the rack, Henry voiced his thoughts.

"Do you know where?"

"I dunno, maybe Atlanta? There's probably a school down there I can get a good degree at. Plus, I have some friends down there."

"Need a roommate? I'm sure I can find a Mech – E program down there." Astrid looked slightly above the horizon, weighing the pros and cons in her head.

"Sure, why not. I could use the help on the rent," she finally said. Henry leaned over, grabbing the second 45 and pulling it off. Shortly after, Astrid slid on a 10 pound weight on each side.

"Plus, it'll be nice having someone I know around to be able to fall back on, especially coming directly out of here." Astrid didn't directly respond, struggling with the weight on the bar. She eventually was able to get it high enough to re-rack it on her fourth rep, though she had to have a bit of help from Henry.

"Yeah, it will be nice."

Astrid let the water from the shower pour over her body, soothing her aching muscles with its piercing heat. Everything hurt. _Everything_. Her legs had been shot from her running workout today, and then she stupidly agreed to lift with Henry, and now her chest, arms, and back were sore from the bench press, overhead press, and weighted pull ups that they'd done. Why oh why oh why did she agree to that?

Her hair clung to her head and shoulders, doing little more than guiding the torrents of water over her skin. With her head slightly hung, the water gushed over her face and down her cheekbones, causing her to spray the side of the shower with mist every time she exhaled.

Today was a good day, though. Despite the muscles that cried for relief with every passing moment, she considered the day a success. She had had a super embarrassing breakdown in front of Henry this morning, but the end result was something that she was happy with. Her family was reunited.

Or at least, the remainder of it was.

That was another thing, she hadn't planned on having the heart-to-heart about their future plans during the lift, but she was glad she did. He had offered to room with her, which meant to that he probably wasn't still pissed at her about the whole 'failing the platoon and getting them all killed' thing, which was good. Now if only she could also stop being so damn angry about that as well. Oh well, baby steps.

With a groan, she lifted her arms up, running her hands through her hair. She squeezed whatever remained of the shampoo and conditioner out of her hair, letting the suds-and-water mixture run through her fingers. She shut off the water a few minutes later, realizing that unfortunately, you can't stand in the shower forever.

She couldn't wait to get some sleep that night; her legs were already leading her towards the bed with a mind of their own. She wrapped flicked off the light in the room, collapsing into her bed with a tired 'harrumph' as she hit the mattress. There was a brief moment where she realized she hadn't dried off her hair yet, but she quickly waved it away. She'd deal with it tomorrow; right now she just wanted more dreamless sleep. At least she got half of what she wanted.

A/N: The title of the chapter was supposed to relate more to their relationship rather than the actual strength building they're doing. Since muscle is made stronger by breaking it and letting it regrow, I thought it was kind of an apt setting and description.


	6. The Result of Boredom

Boredom. Unrelenting boredom. Henry had grown used to being bored in the Army, it's a talent that most enlisted master during their career for a variety of reasons. Maybe it was that the fact that the army fostered a culture of 'hurry up and wait,' so people were used to standing around and waiting for something to happen. This culture, though annoying, was not without reason. It's much better that you are waiting for a helicopter to arrive than it is for the helicopter to wait for you to show up. That being said, maybe it was just all of the inane stuff that he had to do when he was in garrison. What's that? You're not doing anything? Let me help you, I can ensure that you aren't bored when you're cleaning the floors! Though most likely, it was because of the complete lack of trust higher ups put in the E-4s and below. The attitude of 'you know enough to cause a lot of damage, but ultimately I'm financially responsible so just sit down and don't break anything' that was the cause of a lot of boredom. Well, to be completely honest, it was the 'don't break anything attitude' that meant they were always available for the stupid floor polishing details in the first place. Regardless the exact cause, he was used to having his hands free.

You know the saying 'idle hands are the devil's playground?' That's a saying that's often true of children who can find ways to entertain themselves given the opportunity. That saying should have been written about soldiers, though. Imagine if the children the adage was supposed to apply to were now fully grown but still children in both heart and attention span? Can you imagine the destruction that can be wrought by a whole platoon of such children, whom all are equally bored and imaginative? Henry's platoon had spent plenty of time being bored—and creative. For example, there was the one time that they had got bored enough that they launched a raid on a neighboring platoon using a combination of MRE bombs, firecrackers, and nerf guns. They had gotten in a lot of trouble for that; their First Sergeant had been _pissed_. The phrase 'unending pushups' had never been such a reality before. There were also the times that they almost burned down the barracks. The most memorable time they almost lit everything on fire was when one of their NCOs had informed them that C4 only detonates with a blasting cap and is in fact distinctly flammable, and can be set on fire without exploding. Needless to say that the rumor was true, and that they had spent a bunch of time lighting it on fire, only once did they set someone's recycling bin ablaze.

Needless to say, Henry and his platoon had become experts on boredom. They had even made a ranking system to immediately convey how bored they were to the extremes of both ends of the spectrum. The furthest to the right of the spectrum was the easiest one to identify. It was the most anti-bored, the most intensely focused, and the one with undoubtedly the most terror. Combat. There really was no explanation needed why that was it was the extreme of its end of the spectrum.

Just under that was 'Hiccup Focus.' Early on in his time at the unit, he had focused so intently on cleaning his weapon perfectly the first time, it took him a few minutes to realize that everyone else had left for lunch. So he had unfortunately been the source for the nickname for being intently focused on something menial or otherwise boring.

Next up was simply titled Good Fun. Moderate focus on activities that were generally considered enjoyable by those involved. Things included in this: video games, personal hobbies, and social gatherings. Things not included in this: anything related to the Army.

The middle of the spectrum was Neutral. Neutral was reserved for things that you still needed to focus on, but were not exactly enjoyable either. They didn't have to be miserable to do, but they did require you to actually concentrate on the task at hand, as opposed to the deepening levels of boredom that would require physical effort to stay awake.

Moderate Boredom was used for times like when they stretching out how long it took them to clean the vehicles in the motorpool, meanwhile consistently smoking and joking with each other. With all tasks complete, they fell back onto their natural state of hanging out with each other and trying to take up as much time with nothing so that if any taskings did come down their way, they'd have proven themselves to be too busy doing this one last thing.

Security. Pulling security was possible the most boring thing you can do while in the Army. There's only so many ways you can keep yourself entertained while unmoving, laying in the prone, and in the middle of the woods. At some point you almost wished that the enemy would show up so you would have something to do, but then you immediately realized that that wish was retarded and go back to silently hating everything and wondering what you did in a previous life to put you into this puddle of ice/mud mixture in the torrential, freezing rain.

Finally, the most bored they had ever reached Henry had nicknamed The Void. All tasks had been completed, all possible conversations had happened, the internet had been thoroughly scoured and _somehow_ they hadn't yet been released for the day. The only possible course of action when you reach this pit of desperation is to start some shit that will undoubtedly get you in trouble. But hey, at least you're not bored anymore.

At this particular point in time, Henry was considering making a new level of bored below The Void.

His usual daily activities were limited to eating, physical therapy, and weight lifting with Astrid. As of a few hours ago, all those activities had been accomplished, and he was still here trying to find something to entertain himself with.

The few websites he was used to checking had been scoured_ thoroughly_. They had been scrubbed clean of new content from every possible angle, even the comments had been searched until there was hardly an unseen post. He tried to start a conversation or two with the nurses that periodically came in to check on him, but they all had their jobs to do. The discussions he had, while temporarily alleviating him of the monotony that plagued him, were far too short to satisfy his need to do something new.

About an hour ago he'd found some small, rubberish almost-spherical object that probably had a medical purpose. But to him, he'd just found a ball. 30 minutes of bouncing the ball to himself off of nearly every conceivable hard surface in his room, and he found himself back where he had started.

Henry lay on his back, tossing the ball lazily towards the ceiling, catching it with his opposite hand. He desperately needed a distraction.

Every second that passed without something to occupy his mind meant that something else would force itself into the forefront of his thoughts. So here he was, tossing a ball up and down, incapable of stopping himself from remembering and feeling the last few minutes of his deployment over and over again.

The ball slipped through his fingers, bouncing off his cheekbone across the room and under a table. It might have well been in Germany, it was way too far for him to put effort into retrieving, especially considering how little it was helping him. No longer occupied, his hands fell across his face, grinding his eyeballs with the palms of his hand.

He was the survivor, he was the winner, so why was he did he see that guy everywhere? Which guy? _The_ guy. The guy who he fought in hand to hand combat, the guy who he burned with the barrel of his weapon, the guy who ripped the remnants of his leg off, and the guy whose face he saw contort as he pumped his chest with 5.56mm bullets. The guy whose face he saw in anyone who even remotely resembled the man he fought. The guy whose face haunted his dreams. The guy who he couldn't forget. That guy.

He had thought about telling Astrid about it, but she was way more messed up than he was. He had never seen someone so strong sink so low. He couldn't even imagine how she was feeling. He felt like shit and was hiding it as best as he could; she was so much stronger than he was and had been broken. What agony she had felt. So for her sake, he'd suffer silently. If anyone deserved having a stable rock to lean on when needed it was Astrid, God knows she'd done the same for the whole platoon countless times. How the hell could he just turn around and say 'sorry, but I'm too absorbed in my own problems to help you' after all she had done? Well, he wasn't going to.

He'd almost let the cat out of the bag once, too. He and Astrid had been sitting in the cafeteria having a grand ol' time, chit chatting about whatever the hell they wanted. In walked some dude who had a very similar facial structure to The Guy. At that point, the involuntary part of his brain reared its ugly head. His heart started pounding in his chest, he started breathing heavily, his appetite evaporated, and he broke out in a sweat. Astrid had noticed that he wasn't looking to good, either. She poked him rather harshly, noting that he wasn't looking at her, and asked him if he was ok. He quickly—perhaps too quickly—waved her off and said he was fine. It took him a few minutes to get his heartrate back to a normal level. He wasn't sure that he had convinced her that he was totally A-okay, but at least it was better than the alternative.

His phone chimed in his pocket. He brought his hands down as he contorted his body so he could reach inside his stupidly designed pockets. He pulled the rectangular device out, returning bits of lint and string to his pocket at the same time. The soft light lit up his hands as he flicked the screen on, scanning the notifications. His email icon had now had a small, white 'one' in its upper right corner. He tapped the icon, waiting impatiently for the stupid phone to load. Eventually the contents of his inbox opened up on the screen.

**[Unread] COL Steve Haddock: Coming to town soon, thought I'd drop by **

Henry scowled angrily at his phone.

"What's the matter?" Henry glanced up from his phone, surprised he hadn't heard his visitor open the door. He jumped when he realized Astrid was standing next to him. Damn she was quiet, how'd she do that?

"Oh, nothing," He growled, tapping the power button on his screen. As the phone blackened, he stuffed it back in his pocket, out of sight and mind.

"That didn't sound like nothing." Astrid's raised eyebrow gave away her noticeable skepticism. He glanced up at her, for a split second. Her gaze was unwavering as she stared him down.

"Fine, it was my Dad."

"Oh, what's up with him?"

"Nothing."

"Uh huh." Astrid was not convinced, and her tone of voice conveyed that perfectly. You had to get up pretty early in the morning to fool Astrid.

"I'd rather not talk about it, if you don't mind." Astrid hopped up on his bed, spinning 180 in the air to land butt-first.

"Can we talk about something then? I'm talk about something that we haven't already talked about." Henry chuckled at that.

"You're bored too, I take it?"

"I'm basically in The Void," she confessed, flopping onto her back in order to stare at the ceiling more intently. Maybe there was something up there to talk about.

"Yeah, I feel you. I've been considering making a new classification to properly describe being this bored."

"It's fairly unrelenting," Astrid admitted.

"I've thought about going to a movie or something, but I'm still fairly immobile. Plus I doubt the hospital really wants me to just walk out the front door and come back when I feel like it."

"Yeah," Astrid laughed. "I imagine they wouldn't like that very much."

"There's a break room for the nurses, right? That should have some movies, or at least a TV."

"Yeah, but that's for nurses only. We'd have to look like nurses to get in there." Astrid jerked her head off of the mattress, turning slowly towards Henry. Her infectious smile encroached on her features as a plan began to form in her head.

"What?" Henry stared at her, trying to figure out what was going on in that labyrinthine brain of hers.

"I have an idea."

"Uh oh, you weren't thinking again, were you? Remember last time you tried thinking? We ended up on cleanup details for a _week_." Ignoring what Henry had said, Astrid began to lay out the framework of her plan.

"What if we looked like nurses to get in? We are scouts, we're good at camouflaging ourselves and being sneaky and stealthy. We could get in there, lock them out, and then use the room for our own entertainment!" Having literally nothing better to do, Henry agreed to this cockamamie scheme that was assuredly going to get them in trouble. But he and Astrid were being med-boarded out, what could they possibly do in retaliation?

"How are we going to hide my leg?" Henry asked after a few seconds of deliberation.

"Trust me."

Minutes later, the two emerged from Henry's room, focused on part one of their escapade: finding a wheelchair. The duo slunk through the hallways, always falling a few steps behind groups of people in their attempt to avoid being noticed. It's not that the two of them walking in the halls together would have garnered any attention but it was the notion that Big Brother was after them that made it a bit more exciting. Also they were trying to take advantage of any possible opportunity for fun, and being sneaky beavers when you don't have to be is more fun than just walking.

Astrid spotted her prey, a dark blue wheelchair, folded up by a reception desk. She lightly pushed Henry towards the wall, where he stood silently like he was actually interested in reading the various posters that warned of imminent catastrophes if you don't wash your hands every time you touch a doorknob. Or someone else. Or a plant. Or any object that hasn't been sterilized in the last 24 hours. Did you know that other society has _germs_? It was like these posters were written by a germophobe.

Astrid glanced at her target every few seconds, continually scanning the people for threats who might try to swoop in and take her goal. She deftly moved through the congregation of nurses and patients who crowded around the desk, talking about a variety of health-related topics. She bent her body to the left slightly, avoiding the flailing arms of a nurse who was trying to explain a medical procedure with unreserved movement. She smirked for a second, reminded a bit of Henry who also tended to use grandiose gestures in everyday conversation.

She grabbed fabric, metal, and wheels contraption from where it stood, directly next to the desk. Astrid lifted it slightly to avoid the wheels making noise as she retreated. She didn't dare look over her shoulder. As long as she didn't turn around, she could imagine that nobody saw her heist.

Henry still stood where she had left him, standing by the posters on the side of the hall. He looked like he was staring intently at the text on the posters, but she could tell by the way his eyeball was flicking around he was in fact watching everything except the oversized warning labels. She set the wheelchair down, patting the cloth seat lightly.

"Sit down, Stumpy," she directed. Henry looked at her with mock anger, before grinning and complying. The two stashed his crutches behind the reception desk before continuing their escapade.

It took them longer than she had expected to find the nurse locker room. It seemed like it should have been obvious and easy to find. In reality, they had gone through a dozen hallways before they found anything that remotely resembled a locker room. And even then, it turned out that the janitor's closet was not the nurse locker room. Another two dozen hallways later, they saw a pack of nurses emerge from the same room.

The two waited patiently for their next target to appear. They hid just out of sight, positioning themselves far enough away from the nearest corner to the locker room so that they could see anyone approaching while staying relatively hidden themselves. The two didn't speak, as each of them watched different angles. Henry watched their flank while Astrid was on the lookout for their target. It's not that they were in any real danger, but this way just seemed more fun. After a half hour of patient waiting, Astrid finally spotted the orderly. She grabbed the back of his wheelchair and hurtled into the hallway at breakneck speeds.

"Wee—look out!" She cried, careening towards the orderly and the cart he pushed.

"Jesus Christ!" Henry shouted, holding onto the handles with a white knuckle grip. A second later, they slammed the corner of the wheelchair into orderly's cart, sending its contents flying to the ground. Astrid's hands flew to her mouth in faux surprise.

"Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, oh my gosh, I'm so sorry!"

"What the hell is your problem, lady?" The man said crossly at her.

"I'm so sorry I was just trying to take him for a spin and have some fun with him see he's been cooped up inside the hospital for a very very long time and he has been just sitting on his bed doing nothing at all so I thought I'd race him around the hallways to try to get him to at least see some new sights since he lost his leg and the recovery has been very hard on him I thought it'd be best if someone he knew was there to help—" Astrid would have kept rattling off her nonstop 'I'm a frazzled girly-girl' voice had the man not held up a hand to stop her.

"Ok, ok. I get it. Just… try to slow down next time. And help me pick these up, will you?"

"Oh, of course!" Astrid said in a relieved—but still slightly stressed—tone of voice. She bent down, grabbing some of the scrubs that had fallen to the ground, replacing them back on the cart. She suddenly stood up, scrubs in either hand, loudly proclaiming, "Oh wait!" The orderly looked up.

"What?" Astrid paid him no mind, spinning on a foot to face Henry.

"I didn't hurt you, did I?"

"No, you didn't. I'm fine. Barely."

"Oh thank goodness!" Astrid turned back around, reaching down to grab a pair of scrubs. The orderly's cart of was quickly piled high with the clothes. Astrid and the orderly stood up after their task was done, staring at each other awkwardly for a second.

"Ok, well, thanks for picking those up. And slow down, ya hear?" The man switched his tone from appreciative to threatening.

"Yup!" Astrid yelped, grabbing the handles on Henry's chair, pushing him quickly—but not too quickly—away. The two rounded the nearest corner and burst out laughing.

"Oh man, Astrid, it was everything I could do to not bust a gut back there. That was spectacular acting!" Astrid feigned a curtsy, giggling the whole time.

"Thanks, you did a great job of pretending to be afraid of your life right before we hit!"

"Oh, that was no acting, I assure you," he waggled his finger at her accusingly. "When you said we would knock over a cart carrying scrubs I thought you meant 'knock over,' not 'ram at light speed."

"Tom-ay-to, tom-ah-to." Astrid waved a hand in front of her face in a dismissing motion. "It worked, didn't it?"

"Yup!" Henry held up the pair of scrubs that she had passed him in their little encounter. "Now let's get your hospital ghillie on."

Astrid backed around the corner and out of sight, quickly throwing the scrubs over the clothes she had been currently wearing. She paused, glancing at her long sleeves. She scrunched them up slightly, as if she were about to be working with her hands to clean up bodily fluids or some other liquid that was the result of working in close proximity to the extremely sick.

She grabbed the back of Henry's wheelchair, pushing him back towards their goal. They took their time, checking their corners as they proceeded. Henry peered carefully around the corner, waving Astrid to keep pushing him. Finally, they arrived by their ultimate goal.

Astrid slowly moved her head around the corner an inch at a time, 'pieing' the corner so she could see in without being seen by the 'enemy.' She sucked her body backwards, a frown marring her face.

"There are four or five people in there," she said disappointedly.

"We'll flush them out. Where's a flashbang when you need one?"

"I've got one in my duffel in my room." Astrid glanced down, noticing that he was looking up at her with a mixture of wonder, worship, adoration, and general new-found appreciation. "I don't actually have one." He looked like she had just crushed his soul.

"Ok, you can't just get my hopes up like that. That's just cruel."

"So, what can we do to get them out?" Henry shrugged.

"Fire alarm? Ouch! Domestic abuse!" His arm throbbed where she had socked him.

"I have an idea, don't run off," she said, smirking over her shoulder.

"Wow, you're hilarious, you know that?" This whole situation was such bullshit. She had so many jokes at the ready for his condition, and he had none for her. Usually he was the sarcastic, smart-mouthed guy but he was just drawing a blank. What could he do make a joke trading the term 'thick-headed' for 'metal-headed?' That was stupid. Maybe he could say something about her head being bulletproof? No, that was badass, not a joking insult. He couldn't think of a single good retort! This was such bullshit.

The door to the break room opened, the nurses nearly tripping over themselves in their haste to exit the break room. Nurses scattered to the winds as soon as they could, not actually running away, but doing the next best thing.

"Wow, that worked really well," Astrid said, suddenly by his side. He looked up at her in awe.

"How?" Astrid shrugged.

"I may have poked my head around the receptionist desk, convinced them I was from radiology, and warned them that the chief of medicine just ripped 'my' department apart for having people not being productive and warned them that he was coming this way." Henry offered a golf clap in appreciation.

"Ok, now roll me in," he eagerly leaned forward like he was bracing himself for a sudden acceleration.

The battle buddies entered the room, taking in the comparatively plush furniture with eager eyes. My God, a couch. How long had they wanted one of those in their rooms? The closest they'd come to having a couch was the wooden benches that dotted the hallways.

A coffee table sat a few feet in front of the couch, covered in a mess of magazines, ranging from medical and science journals to Popular Mechanics and People. Astrid bent down to pick up one of the magazines up, thumbing through the pages looking for any article that sparked her interest. Finding none, she conducted a quick mag change, and began looking for an entry that interested her.

Henry had got up out of his wheelchair and hopped over to what he was most interested in. It stood just a few feet off the wall, 65 inches of glossy black beauty. Just below the square beauty, he found a small table with a stack of movies, each waiting to be viewed. It was like Christmas.

"So Astrid, what do you want to watch? There's a few good options here."

"Like what?" she asked, not even bothering to look up from the magazine.

"Let's see," he searched through the pile, shifting some to the left and placing the better options on the right. "Ooh, this looks like a classic. Girls of Spider Island, released in 1962? Sounds like high-quality movie if you ask me. Thoughts?"

Astrid's look of disgust was all the answer he needed.

"Ok, fair enough. You don't like to watch and laugh at shitty movies. Well, I guess we can't watch The Wicker Man either, then."

"Do you have anything from this decade?"

"Wow, you really are a hater, aren't you? That rules out both Star Wars and Lord of the Rings."

"Well those would be—"

"Ah ah ah," Henry interrupted with an upheld index finger. "I'm on a mission now to satisfy your pickiness."

"That's one way to look at it. I prefer to think of it as having taste." Astrid saw the DVD box coming towards her at the corner of her eye, dodging at the last second.

"Oh, apparently you _do_ know how to duck. You should have done that, you know, earlier." Ha! Got her! Astrid rolled her eyes.

"Just pick a movie. Damn, I didn't realize it was this hard."

"Ok, here we go. Fury Road. You can't possibly have something against that, can you?" Henry looked at Astrid accusingly.

"Well I mean there were better movies that came out that year…"

"Too bad, don't care," Henry popped the movie in the disc tray, pressing play on the DVD player before he turned to go back to the couch.

"You know, I could have done that. It would have been easier for me." Henry dismissed it immediately as he hopped.

"Nonsense, I've gotten really good at jumping around. It's nothing to me, now. In fact I'm almost as mobile as I used to—" His sentence was cut off by a string of cursing harsh enough to put even the crustiest sailor to shame. He careened forward, pivoting at the intersection of his shin and the coffee table.

To her credit, Astrid did try to catch him. But 170 pounds of flying soldier is tough to stop even when you are bigger than the person you're trying to catch, and Astrid was not. Henry fell through her outstretched arms, bouncing off her body. While Astrid was thrown back against the couch, Henry found that is possible to hit a single coffee table a second time in one fall before thumping painfully against ground. Henry groaned something unintelligible about pain.

"Oh shit, my bad Henry, I should have caught you." Astrid bent over, offering him a hand getting up.

"No, I'm the idiot." He accepted her help gratefully, pulling himself up onto the couch. He collapsed into the cushions with a heavy sigh. "I just keep forgetting that I'm a cripple." He looked down at his missing leg with a bitter expression. Astrid suddenly felt _horrible_.

"Hey, I didn't know that it was affecting you that much, I wasn't trying to be mean."

"No, you were fine. Most of the time it doesn't really bother me. But then I try to do something that I should be able to do and I can't, and it just gets to me. Sometimes. Not all the time, but damn." Astrid looked him over. He looked devastated and frustrated at the same time. She had it easy. Her injury wasn't stopping her from doing anything, where she could only imagine how much it sucked to go from day to day realizing that one stupid mistake meant that you had to completely change your life goals because you just physically couldn't do them anymore. One stupid mistake. One stupid mistake that she made. She did this to him.

Astrid stole another glance at him, staring glumly at his blunted appendage. What was her punishment? Nightmares, that was it. He had to deal with the fact that she couldn't perform when it mattered most for the rest of his life. She wished she could do something to make him feel better. He just looked… crushed that he wasn't the same anymore. He wasn't normal, and he never would be again. And it was her fault.

Henry kept trying to do what the shrinks were telling him, to think positively but whenever he screwed something up he couldn't help it. Everything was bullshit. What did he do to deserve this? All he ever did was work hard and try to help people out, now here he was. Maybe if he hadn't worked as hard, he wouldn't have been in the unit he was. Wasn't that some irony? His own success had led him to being permanently handicapped.

A hand suddenly reached across his face, pulling his face ninety degrees to the left. His surprise compounded when he felt Astrid's lips land on his. He locked up in surprise. Was she… kissing him? She definitely was. What was the right response? Should he kiss her back? Should he pull away? Was she going to punch him after this if he kissed back? Ah, screw it. She initiated, right?

Astrid was kinda surprised that she felt some pressure pushing back at her. Oh man, this was so wrong. They were platoon mates and great friends, but that's it. I mean sure this was fun and all, and it's not like occasionally she didn't hadn't snuck a glance at his nice ass, but that was different. She pulled back, breaking their kiss. The two locked eyes for a second, before turning their attention to the death machines racing across the desert of Australia on the screen.

Astrid smacked herself mentally. Holy shit she was dumb. She could see in his eyes that he was really confused about the kiss. Congratulations, she had successfully gotten his mind off his leg and in the same moment completely ruined a friendship. Fantastic. The last member of her family now probably thought she was a weird, crazy, psycho bitch. Awesome. It turns out, she was a stupid, impulsive asshole just like—

No. She wasn't going to think about that, she refused to even give him the satisfaction of plaguing her thoughts, even after all these years. Still, the thought stuck to the back of her mind like cancer, tainting her thoughts with every second it persisted. Hot tears welled in her eyes, a testament to her intense self-hatred. She forced them to stay in her eyes through willpower alone; there was no way in hell she was going to let Henry see her cry now.

Henry's mind was a whirlwind of thoughts, 90% of them a variation of 'what the hell just happened?' No matter how hard he wracked his brain, he couldn't think of anything that fully explained what had just happened. Astrid obviously regretted it though, he could tell by the tears in her eyes.

Damn, he was stupid. He shouldn't have kissed back. Now he was to blame for their crumbling friendship. Here he was, supposedly a rock for his friend to cry on while she was struggling through her PTSD, and now he turned out to be the least supportive friend in the whole world. All he had to do was look at her to see how messed up she was, and he still let his damn testosterone get in the way. Idiot.

Henry glanced at Astrid again, who was staring intently at the screen. Wow, he was such a bad friend. Maybe if they never mentioned it again, they could salvage their friendship.

A/N: Sorta unrelated, but while writing this chapter I ran into a dude at the gym who was missing his left leg from the thigh down, and he was pumping some serious weight. The dude was seriously jacked, it was damn motivating.


	7. The Discussion

this chapter.

Guest 2: Hey, thanks. I'm glad you're getting a glimpse at what vets go through, that's kinda part of why I'm writing it. There are a few perspectives on life that are generally exclusive to military service, and I hope I can explain why some vets act the way they do.

"So, how are you feeling?" Astrid sighed, pondering the therapist's question. She had been to this same room a hundred thousand times, it seemed like. Sometimes it had been joint sessions with her and Henry, and sometimes they came individually. This was one of the few times she was glad she was going solo.

She used to find comfort in routine, some sense of regularity. That had been before her final patrol, though. At that point in her life, everything was crazily irregular. What they had driven past a dozen times now could have an IED hidden just underneath the surface of the road, and a perfectly nice villager you bought chickens from last week could dump thirty 7.62 rounds in your direction this week after being promised a payment of five dollars. In that realm of utter chaos, any sense of normalcy was welcome. Here, however the routine felt stifling. Maybe it was culture shock of going from combat to this regimented schedule that she currently lived that made it almost unbearable, or maybe it was that she just genuinely enjoyed adrenaline rush of combat more than the safety of the hospital. Wasn't that a terrifying thought?

Take this room, for example. In the innumerable times she'd been here, she'd memorized every aspect of the room. Open the door, walk two paces in, turn right, take another pace and sit down on the right side of the couch. The bland white walls in front of her would still be the same pristine white color that it had always been. The whiteness would only be marred by degrees hanging in frames, a few plaques, and an assortment of medical posters covering a few different topics related to the brain and nerve activity. The therapist's pine desk would always be neatly arranged, with three pencils and two pens sticking out of a shiny black mug with the outline of a brain printed on the exterior. The room always smelled the same, too. It wasn't the same sterilized smell of the rest of the hospital, it smelled slightly of books, probably due to the large bookcase that encompassed two of the walls in the room itself. Now downrange, knowing experiencing those same stimuli in her barracks had been a comfort. She knew what she was coming home to after each trip outside of the wire and it gave her a sense of peace. Here however, where nothing ever changed, it felt slightly oppressive. A slight rustle of papers from the therapist's clipboard drew her back out of her thoughts, demanding a response.

"Fine, I guess."

"You took a long time to come up with 'fine,' Specialist Hofferson."

"So?"

"So what where you weighing to determine that everything balanced out as 'fine?'"

"Nothing really. My life is pretty uneventful, nowadays." The therapist scribbled some notes down on his clipboard, glancing up every other word or so.

"What do you mean by uneventful?"

"Is this a trick question? It means nothing interesting has happened."

"Since the incident?"

"Since the incident," she agreed with a tone of resignation.

"Nothing even remotely unusual happened since I last saw you on…" he paused as he flipped back a page. "Friday, right before the weekend started? Nothing at all out of the ordinary?"

"Nope," Astrid said a bit too hurriedly. "Everything has been really pretty much the same. No change. None at all." The therapist tapped at the clipboard with his pen, thinking hard about what she had said and how she had said it. He decided to switch gears, trying a different strategy.

"How's your head doing? Still hurt?"

"Yeah, a bit. Not as bad as it used to, not by a long shot," Astrid subconsciously touched the still-healing scar. After the metal plate had been placed and the risk of infection gone, she had skin grafts placed on top, and those were still healing. They were damn itchy, too. The only plus right now was that since the injury had happened about a month ago, she was starting to get hair on the side of her head again, which was a nice change.

"Still taking medications?"

"Yeah, taking the pills right after breakfast every day. I'm not exactly sure what they do, but I'm still taking them."

"Headaches?" Astrid frowned.

"Still get them, but they're not as bad. No more migraines at least," she said with half of a laugh at most. The therapist's pen scratched away at his notepad.

"Nightmares?"

"How is that relevant?" The therapist stopped writing, looking over his notepad at Astrid, an eyebrow raised critically. She relented with a sigh. "No change. At least three times a week, always on the same subject." Scratch, scratch, scratch.

"They're still about blaming yourself?"

"Yup." There was a sharp bitterness in the way she popped the 'p.'

"Even though you know that it wasn't your fault."

"Sorta."

"You 'sorta' know it wasn't your fault?" The therapist gave her a puzzled look. Astrid shrugged in response.

"I mean I guess I know that I couldn't have saved them if I hadn't broke contact the first time, but I'm not convinced that had I set up my position further down the road that I wouldn't have been able to provide enough of a warning."

"I guess that's some progress," the therapist mumbled. "So to summarize, you're still in pain, still have headaches, still have nightmares, and still think that everything is your fault? And you say that everything is 'fine?'" Astrid shrugged, raising her hands up to her shoulders, palms upwards in a 'what do you want from me' motion.

"Welcome to the new normal." The therapist flipped through his notes, tapping one of the pages with his index finger.

"Have you talked to Henry much about this? You have always seemed close. In fact, I think your biggest breakthrough came after a discussion you two had." Astrid groaned, concealing her face in her hands. "…or maybe not," the therapist continued in a confused tone of voice.

"Remember how I said I ever since," Astrid paused, her voice hitching on her words. "Well I just tend to mess things up now?" The therapist thumbed through the papers again.

"Yes, you've said it multiple times. I even have it noted here, 'patient shows remarkable self-doubt.'"

"That's one way to describe it," Astrid said with a laugh. "Well, guess what, I messed something up again."

"What happened?" The therapist flipped to a fresh sheet of paper.

"I just confirmed that I'm a moron," Astrid groaned. The therapist seemed unhappy with her answer, so she backed up and started over. She began at the beginning of the day, and how things seemed to be going super well. She talked about their plan and how they put it into action, even going into detail into some of their less honest methods of achieving their goal. The therapist looked amused, but said nothing.

She talked about how they had finally reached their goal and how she had paid attention to the stupid magazines instead of walking across the room and choosing a movie, since she could actually _walk_. She described the sinking feeling in her gut when she heard the 'thunk' of his shin against the coffee table. She recalled how she tried to stop the fall, but how she only served to launch him against the coffee table a painful, second time.

She told him about how every time she thinks about forgiving herself, she sees him trip, fall, or do something that he would normally have never done if he still had both legs. She used to be the most successful person in whatever room she was in, working harder and better than anyone else. Now, she was the queen of failure, and she proved it by screwing up her friendship with the only person left in her family. Why? Didn't she just say that she was a moron?

Oh, how? How did she do that? Well, she saw how miserable he looked. She could see the frustration in his eyes. Frustration at his leg, at his own lack of ability. Just like her, he had been a hard worker, they all had. But now, thanks to her, he couldn't do what he normally could. And the way she saw it, since it was her fault he was stuck in this funk, she should be the one to fix it. So she kissed him. The therapist jerked his head up from his writing.

"You did what?"

"I know, I know," Astrid groaned into her hands. "I'm an idiot."

"And you did that to distract him from his leg?"

"That's what I said," her voice was slightly muffled from pressing her hands into her face.

"Why was that your first reaction to him feeling poorly?" She raised her head slightly.

"I dunno, I guess I just wasn't thinking clearly at the time. Because I'm an idiot."

"And are you sure that his distraction was your only motivator?"

"Yes, why?" She asked, slightly with a slightly cross expression.

"Well it seems strange that in a room with a lot of entertainment already available in the forms of movies, magazines, and presumably other reading material, you chose a very physical method to pull him out of his mental state."

"What are you saying?" The therapist cleared his throat slightly.

"Many people find…" he paused, trying to find the correct word. "companionship to be very helpful in their recovery after a traumatic experience." Astrid blanched. Somehow the way the therapist danced around the topic seemed more horrifying than actually just blatantly discussing it.

"You think I to get with Henry?" Her voice raised an octave is she fully processed what he was insinuating.

"It would seem like an obvious choice," the therapist continued, blushing slightly as he focused intently on not looking Astrid in the eyes. "You two already have a pre-existing relationship, and based on an evolutionary perspective he's an extremely healthy young man who—"

"Just stop," she said exasperatedly. "I don't think about Henry in that way at all! He's basically family!"

"But he's not family. He's a soldier from your platoon."

"Right, and my platoon was basically my family," she insisted. "Especially Henry. I mean yeah, he's pretty cut. And yeah, we have a pre-existing relationship, but if we were to be _companions_ then I'd utterly destroy—" Astrid paused, realizing that she'd just implied that she had given thought to that as a possibility. A very remote, but pretty awesome possibility.

Oh shit, she actually did like the idea of them being together.

Astrid heard the therapist say something about 'see you next time,' but she was in too much of a hurry to escape. The normalness of their conversation had quickly degraded to wreak havoc on what the she had established as routine. However, this wasn't the kind of chaos she had so craved.

Henry grunted as he lowered himself once again. He used to be able to do this with no problem. He used to do this all the time! Hell, he used to consider himself the king of squats. But now here he was, with little to no weight on the bar, and it hurt like hell. His left leg burned for forgiveness. How long had it been since he'd last done these? Surely it hadn't been that long. Obviously he hadn't done them since the last patrol, but when had he last done them before that? With a weighted bar, it had been a while. But he'd done a lot of rucking, which is kinda similar. At least it feels that way when every few hundred yards you have to stop and take a knee when their navigator needed to stop and figure out where to go next.

More likely, it was just his injury that was being so painful. His muscles had seemingly locked into place—probably because of the trauma—and didn't really want to move again. It seemed like every single point of pressure on his leg hurt was like a bed of needles, digging painfully into his skin. Thank God he only had his shin and below obliterated, he couldn't imagine how much worse this would have been had he been hit in his femur.

Though admittedly, it was nice to be standing up on his own power again. After spending the last week or so doing gait training, trying (apparently unsuccessfully) to get his muscles moving properly again, he had been fit with his first set of prosthetics. So now he was part man, part machine. Maybe if there was a machine uprising he'd be able to convince them that he was on their side since he was 'rejected by his own species for being mechanical' or something. Regardless, he was just glad to have two feet, even if they weren't biological.

It seemed like that it should have been easy for him to balance again, but he was damned if it wasn't harder than he remembered. Maybe it was because he couldn't feel part of himself anymore, or maybe his artificial portion was heavier than he remembered his organic part being, or maybe it was just his brain not adapting to the lack of control it had over the metal and plastic that was attached to his body. Regardless, he knew that he was supposed to be putting equal weight on each foot, but he found himself heavily favoring his all-natural side.

Down. Up. Pain.

Down. Up. Pain.

He re-racked the bar, in all of its 95-pound glory. Yup, he was struggling mightily with 95 pounds. He used to get well over 225 for a set of five, but now here he was back at the bottom. How the mighty have fallen.

Henry leaned up against the squat rack, reaching down to fidget with his metallic leg. The prosthetic rubbed against his skin in ways he wasn't expecting. It was supposed to be this frictionless fastener, but it obviously didn't work. More than likely, it was just the fact that every single tiny movement he made would cause a tiny bit of friction in the same few spots, and eventually he'd build up either callouses or a tolerance for that kind of movement. Until then, he'd just cope with this rudimentary chunk attached just below his knee. This initial leg he got was apparently an early-level prosthetic with only the one pivot point at the ankle in only the forward/backward direction. Supposedly he would be able to get something more advanced at some point, but for now he was stuck with this simple design. Maybe it was that stiffness in his joints that gave him the extra friction, maybe he was used to being able to bend ankle in any direction he needed, and that was the cause of the friction. It didn't matter anyway, he couldn't change it at the moment. He just had to suck it up and drive on.

He pulled the weights off the bar, placing them back on the rack. He paused as he was about to leave the rack, kicking the corner of the rack. His shin impacted the metal framework with a metallic clang. He could feel the jolt of the impact, but the complete lack of pain was strange. It hadn't really set into his brain yet that he now had a prosthetic. What a strange feeling it was.

He left the training room, heading back through the 'examination' room. It technically was where you were evaluated daily for physical therapy, but it wasn't a typical doctor's office. It was a single bay that had two rows of tables that the therapists bounced between, helping as many people as they could in a day. Henry limped slightly towards his therapist, both from pain in his leg and from the unnatural walk he now had. With a quick conversation, he let the therapist know that he was done for the day and heading back to his room. The therapist nodded, and told him a few stretches to do, and then went to help another injured soldier.

With a lot of help from the wall low-level objects, Henry made it back to his room. His leg officially ached as he flopped backwards onto his bed, thanking whatever god was listening that he had been moved into the recovery/injury rehabilitation barracks. While it wasn't much, just having a non-communal bedroom was a huge plus. It meant he could be a lazy piece of shit without anyone judging him, and right now that meant lying on his bed when he should be showering. He could just lay back and let his muscles throb and no one could tell him that he was wrong.

After a few minutes laying on his bed and being consumed with self-pity, he finally forced himself up and over towards the shower. He dropped his leg with a clang by the side of his bed, hopping towards the bathroom. He spun his shower chair around, leaning up against the back of the chair with one hand while his other fiddled with the water. Upon reaching the perfect, almost scalding temperature, he plopped down onto the chair, letting the water rush over his body.

Oh man, how he'd needed this. He braced his body so the water struck him fully in the head and shoulders before running down his body in predictable streams. His long hair clung to his head with a weird sensation, clumps of it sticking together causing mini waterfalls to stream off his head at the edges of his vision. He couldn't recall the last time he had his hair this long, and it was a wholly different sensation than he was used to. In fact, it was a bit annoying. He was considering getting the sides cut, or at least around the ears. The light rubbing of his hair on his ears was starting to annoy him, though he'd probably get used to it if he let it go another month. However, he could just solve the problem by getting his hair cut, so he'd probably try to do that soonish.

It was weird the number of things that would change to adapt to his now civilian life. His haircut for example, was just one thing that could change. He didn't have to change his haircut, but he would feel weird being the only person in the room with a high and tight. That being said, he'd be the only person in the room with one leg, too.

That was the strange thing about coming out of one of the combat arms units and trying to go straight into the civilian world. For him, he'd always have his leg that separated him from the people who had spent their whole time in the 'civvie' world. He'd always hoped that when it came time to leave the Army he'd be able to blend back into the world he'd left like he'd never been gone, but that dream was gone. Now every room he'd go into he'd be immediately labeled as 'The Veteran,' who would just be treated one of two ways: he'd either get special treatment for his service (either in the form of praise for bravery or abuse for being a baby-killer), or people would walk on eggshells around him in order to not upset the 'disturbed vet.' None of those options were good, he'd always wanted to just going back to being Henry.

That's one reason why he really liked hanging out with Astrid, she just saw him as him. She didn't need to be anxious around him, she didn't need to treat him like he was any different. She saw a person, not a wounded soldier, and that's exactly what he wanted.

Oh God, Astrid. That whole situation was awkward as hell. Where had that kiss come from, anyway? Though the real question was, would that be happening again? He was a guy, he thought about sex all the time. He tried did his very best not to think about Astrid, but she was pretty hot when she was out of uniform. ACUs weren't exactly a flattering piece of clothing, but the times when they platoon had gone on out for the hell of it and everyone got dressed up she'd turned a few heads.

And here she was, coming at him with a kiss. It's not like he didn't think she was the toughest, hottest person in the world already, but he had a track record with being an idiot around women, especially women who he liked. For now, he hadn't acted like too much a fool around Astrid, they'd gotten along fine. And now, he probably was going to do something stupid and mess it all up.

But she kissed him first, right? So that means it was his turn to pursue her? She made move A, he's makes move B. That's how chess works, so is that how women work too? This was way too much for him to think about at the moment, and especially in the shower. He'd figure out all of this stuff at a later date and when he was fully clothed.

Henry reached over reluctantly, stopping the flow of water with a flick of his wrist. That water had felt so good, but he unfortunately couldn't sit under the water for the rest of the day. At least, he wasn't supposed to. Technically he wasn't paying for the water, so it didn't really matter, but he still felt like he was being wasteful if he just stayed stagnant.

He slowly rose up, carefully holding onto both the chair and whatever he could get his hands onto, half sliding half hopping out of the bathroom. He'd had one too many falls on the tile floor as it was, and he was trying to take it slow. He finally made his way back to his bed so he could sit down on the edge and try to will his clothes to fly onto his body. After being unable to master the art of telekinesis, he hobbled over to the dresser to begin his search for clean clothes.

Why had the kiss happened now? If she had felt something for him, why wait until when they were in the hospital to show it? Actually, it was kinda obvious. If she felt anything, they had always been constrained by Army rules and regulations. Plus, there were all those things briefings about sexual harassment and while it certainly has its place, it makes it really easy for something that is intended to be flirtatious to get you in a lot of trouble. Henry was distracted from his internal discussion as he tugged a pair of blue jeans on over his legs.

But why then? Why that point in time? Was it because they were all alone? They had been alone together plenty of times before that, and she hadn't made a move any of the other times. Could it possibly be that she had to work up the nerve to make a move? Henry frowned.

This was all making the huge assumption that Astrid was actually into him, which is a huge leap of faith. It's not like he was unwelcome to the idea, God knows that he had been hiding his own secret crush on her for forever. He liked to think that he had pretty much worked through it, and after spending countless nights in the field huddled together for warmth or relying on each other in one of a hundred gunfights, he had been pretty sure he had. But that kiss seemed to pull it back out of him. It was frustrating, really. One act undoing almost three years of work to be a professional soldier. Just awesome. Henry pulled a smoky gray t-shirt over his head, smoothing it out across his chest by pulling down on the edge. What the hell was he going to do? His attention was distracted by three sharp knocks on the door.

"Come in." Stepping through the door was the most uncomfortable looking Astrid he had ever seen.

"'Sup Henry?"

"Oh not much, I was just thinking about y-" Shit. "How are you doing?" Astrid could almost see Henry's thought process grind to a halt.

"Oh, not much." Damn, she wasn't doing much better. The two stood on opposite sides of Henry's bed, neither looking at each other directly nor saying anything to fix the oppressive silence that was filling the room. It seemed like for every second that passed, the collective awkwardness in the room rose significantly. After nearly thirty seconds of nothing, Henry finally offered a way out.

"I'd offer you a chair to sit on, but the only one I have is wet from the shower."

"Oh I didn't mean to intrude in your personal time," Astrid said with a slightly embarrassed tone. It's not like she hadn't seen men naked many times before, but right now she was trying to discuss a sensitive topic and she did not need that mental image. God, this was so awkward, why was it so awkward? She came here to discuss something with Henry, and damnit she'd do it like a goddamn adult! "Ok, Henry, listen up," she started abruptly, sounding more like she was scolding him than having a discussion.

"Ok, listening." Henry unconsciously straightened his back.

"I wanted to talk to you about the kiss," she sounded a bit angry, but that was normal for Astrid. At least, it used to be. She used to be the high-strung, angry lady who you didn't mess with. Then after the patrol she had become super depressed with a bit of happiness every now and then. At least she was doing better, right? Since she was going back to her roots?

"I just wanted to be clear about what was going on. I wanted to explain what happened," Astrid started out. She had rehearsed what she wanted to say, but she was still struggling to find the right words. It was like all her rehearsals had suddenly been pushed to the back of her mind and she was starting from scratch.

"You see, I worked so hard to get us out of our stupid routine, day to day stuff and I didn't want to lose that. We had schemed and connived our way to get into that break room, and in an instant it looked like it had gone to waste when you tripped. I could see it in your eyes, in your demeanor. You were so focused on your leg that you were missing the good stuff that was happening around you, and it was the first thing I could think of to get you out of your funk. So yeah, that's why." Astrid finished her mini-speech, awaiting a response from her one-legged compatriot.

Henry was trying to figure out how exactly he felt. It was a mixture of anger, fear, and horror all at once. His facial expression changed slightly as he shifted between each of them every few seconds. All in all it took him maybe ten to fifteen seconds to respond. He felt like she had seen him in a moment of weakness and all the secrets he'd been trying to hide were laid bare in front of her. Like she'd taken advantage of this chink in his armor and taken everything thrust a knife into his very core. In the past month or so, all he'd been able to be was a pillar of strength for Astrid as she recovered, but now what was he? Just another soldier who'd been beaten down by the world, just a person who couldn't quite manage his injuries as well the rest. Astrid saw how weak he was and took pity on him. He could almost feel the inner strength that he'd been slowly accumulating shatter to the ground all around him.

"So you kissed me because I'm broken?" That was not the reaction Astrid had anticipated.

"Well, I—"

"No let me get this straight. According to you, you thought you could 'fix' me with a kiss. You thought you could make me happy by kissing me. You didn't kiss me because of any affection or something like that, no that'd make sense. That would be what a rational person would do. But no, no not you. You can't fix getting our platoon killed, so you thought 'the hell with it, I'll make up for it by fixing Henry with a kiss.' Well guess what, my legs still gone, are you going to kiss that, too? I still have nightmares, are you going to kiss me to make those go away? No? Tell me, Astrid, what are you going to do?" Astrid stared at him with shocked eyes.

"Wow, you really do blame me for what happened." Henry's anger dissipated as he realized what exactly he had just said.

"Wait, no, that's not what I—"

"No, fuck you." Astrid slowly backed towards the door. Goddamnit, she wasn't going to cry. "Seriously, fuck you." She blinked hard, trying to keep the tears from bursting the dam.

"Astrid, I'm sor—"

"Nope. Don't want to hear it. Please go fuck yourself… with a cactus." She opened the door behind her, stopping as she backed out of it. She twisted her head down and away, holding up a finger as if she was saying 'hold on a moment.' Damn it, she told herself that she wasn't going to cry before she left the room. She took four large steps forward almost at a sprint, launching her fist into Henry's abdomen before turning and leaving the room at a similarly rapid pace.

Henry coughed, trying in vain to get his breath back. He deserved that.

A/N: That story about the getting paid $5 to shoot a magazine at Americans is a true story. Dude walked up and unloaded a magazine at a friend of mine's Bradley. They didn't shoot the Iraqi, they subdued him and interrogated him (how they found out why he did it). In the end, they gave him $10 to never do it again and sent him on his way.

$5 to basically commit suicide (if you don't know how monumentally stupid his action is, google M2A3 Bradley and just imagine bullets bouncing off the outside harmlessly). It sounds like such a paltry sum, but for some people there that was a significant lump of cash


	8. Authors Note: On Military Culture

A/N: On Military Culture

So I got a comment that I thought was very well deserved. One of the guests was confused as to why Henry even though he was the one who was insulting Astrid. This is something that I should have explained better. This is something I take for granted, given how engrained I am with culture myself. To me, even though I thought I explained where they were coming from and what their motivations were, I didn't do it justice. While next chapter I'll try to explain it much more thoroughly (from Henry's point of view) I'm going to give a brief summary here so you understand the situation Henry is in while the next chapter is being crafted.

In combat arms units, the worst thing you can possibly be is weak. You don't really fear death or pain. I mean you do, but you're more or less desensitized to those things because if you don't address death in front line units then you'll shut down when you see it for real) and pain/general suffering is generally a constant when you're doing field training. It gets to the point where you get back from the field and as you inspect your body you're surprised to find cuts and bruises that you never remember acquiring. And as far as general misery/suffering goes, once you get to day three on one meal/day with an hour of sleep a night (if you're lucky) and nothing else is really that special after that. Things like Ranger School take so much out of you that general 'uncomfortableness' loses its meaning. With that being said, the worst possible thing that can happen to you is for your peers to think that you are weak. That's why there's a lot of pointless bravado and dick-measuring contests in the military, because if you DON'T participate, you run the risk of your friends thinking that you're the weak link, which is just about the worst thing ever. That's why all of our insults revolve around people being incapable of keeping pace with the rest. For example, towards the end of basic training you take pride in the fact that you are a soldier and no longer a civilian. You've transformed from being incapable to being capable. At the beginning of basic, everything the drill sergeants say revolves around how you're worthless and at the end they say stuff like 'What the hell privates, you're acting like civilians,' which motivates a response of 'hell no, I'm not going back to being the incapable nobody I was before.'

So that is in essence what happened between Astrid and Henry. Astrid admitted why she did what she did, and Henry took it as Astrid thinks that he's the weak link and needs to be rescued. So in anger and in a stupid way he tries to prove not the weak link because he's saying 'at least I'm not as weak as you.' Once he does that, he realizes how stupid it is and apologizes, but the damage is done.

On a totally unrelated note, you should watch this link. I know the hundred or so people who read this isn't exactly a huge audience, but it's still something you should be aware of.

watch?v=1AQ1v8WL7dE

-TDS


	9. Like Father, Like Son

A/N: So, this update is late. I've been trying to get them up on Friday for the last four updates (was late by one day last update, sue me.) However, I have a decently valid excuse. Last Wednesday I was finally told that I had to clear off post by next Friday. So I've been spending the days cleaning, packing, and clearing out of various places on post. I'll see what I can do to get the next one up this Friday, but no promises. Also, as a result of my expedited out-processing, the story is being similarly expedited, because I'm not sure how much time I'm going to have left to actually finish the story. This chapter I'm not super happy with, because it was originally going to be at least two chapters (particularly the last part which became a monologue was going to be its own chapter). As such, I think it would have had better pacing. But at least this way the story is being told, albeit not the way I wanted to, but it is what it is.

Responses to guests (Chp 7):

Guest 1: Appreciate it. Things will get figured out soonish.

Guest (Mia): Well, thanks, I hope you enjoy your stay.

"So tell me what happened," the therapist spoke in an even, soothing tone, which Henry felt was a bit more annoying than calming. He kinda wanted the therapist to be angry at him for being an idiot. He sighed in frustration.

"Where should I start?"

"At the beginning, please." The therapist clicked his pen, readying himself for a lengthy set of notes.

"Well, first there was a big bang that—"

"Specialist Haddock, I know you tend to revert to sarcasm whenever you're uncomfortable, but you'll really be much better off if you're just honest." Henry glanced around the room, looking for anything and everything that could possibly delay this talk. It's not that he didn't want to talk about it, but he just didn't know how to start it. What could he start with? 'Hey, this really hot girl kissed me and I found possibly the only way to screw it up?' What an idiot he'd look like. That being said, it was a pretty good summary of the situation—including his own idiocy.

"Well, about five days or so ago, Astrid and I were bored. Not the usual 'boy what should I do' bored, more along the lines of 'I've exhausted all possible means of fun' kind of bored." The therapist halted his writing hand momentarily.

"In my experience, there aren't any good stories that come out of this hospital that begin with the phrase 'I was bored.'" Henry chuckled.

"Maybe not, but it started off good. See, Astrid and I concocted this elaborate scheme to sneak into the nurse lounge nearby where we live. We were trying to draw upon our scout skills by blending into environment and generally being sneaky, and we did pretty good, too. Instead of blending into the natural terrain, we tried to blend into the people by looking like a nurse and her patient. We did that by—" Henry paused, looking at the therapist with a peculiar look in his eyes. "—procuring necessary items."

"There's always the doctor – patient confidentiality, Specialist Haddock. Nothing you say will leave these walls."

"We stole a wheelchair and a set of scrubs."

"Oh?"

"Yeah, the wheelchair we just borrowed, and the scrubs we knocked over the dude who was carrying a bunch and swiped one while we were picking them up. I don't know if Astrid still has them." The therapist smirked, scratching a few more notes onto his paper.

"That's all it took to get into the lounge? Usually they don't want patients in there."

"Well, no. Astrid made a distraction."

"What kind of distraction?"

"Astrid may have convinced some of the nurses that a General was coming their way and that he probably wasn't going to look kindly on people not busy with their jobs. Theoretically, that is."

"Right of course," the therapist chuckled. "Theoretically."

"And then once the lounge was vacant, we just walked right in and set up to watch a movie."

"Just like that? Wait, if the lounge was vacant, why did you need a disguise?" Henry opened his mouth a second, snapping it shut a moment later.

"So that we could stay undetected from anyone who might have walked in on us," he said a second later, like he was trying to convince himself.

"And did anyone?"

"N-no. But if they had, we would they wouldn't have been any wiser."

"Ok, but back to what you were saying about what happened."

"Right, what happened," Henry echoed. He wasn't exactly the most enthusiastic about getting back to his original story. "Well, I got up out of the wheelchair and hopped over to pick a movie from the display rack of movies."

"And then what?"

"I'm getting there! Well, once I finally found something that we agreed on, I put in the movie and pressed play. Then on my way back, I tripped. In the process, I slammed my shin against the coffee table which caused me to go flying forward and into Astrid. I knocked her over and bounced back into the coffee table, and then onto the ground finally. Well, when I finally picked myself I was pretty pissed off."

"At Astrid?"

"What? God no, I was mad at myself. I've been a cripple for almost a month now and I can't even navigate four feet without help? I felt like an idiot."

"Why? Seems like a pretty reasonable mistake to make while recovering from the loss of a limb."

"Because I felt like… an invalid. Look at this ex-soldier who used to be able to walk, who used to be able to run, who used to be able to take care of himself and now is just—" Henry sighed, refocusing on the story he had been telling. "Anyways, after I proved myself to be unable to walk two feet, Astrid helped me stand back up. Well, I sat on the couch for a second and felt like shit."

"Because you felt like an invalid?" The therapist questioned, parroting his own words back at him.

"Yeah, pretty much. Well like I said I was miserable. So I'm sitting there on the couch, feeling really glum and out of freaking nowhere, Astrid leans over and kisses me. Not on the cheek either, full on lip contact. I was not expecting that."

"I probably wouldn't be expecting that either," the doctor confessed with a nod and a raised eyebrow. "What was your initial reacton?"

"Uh, shock? Confusion? I thought a lot about if I should kiss her back, which I eventually did do. However, it took me a few moments to figure out what I wanted to do. Not exactly what I had pictured the day to turn out. But by the time I really had an idea about what was happening and was starting to get into it, she pulled away. Which kinda sucks."

"So you were enjoying the kiss?"

"Hell yeah I was. Astrid is awesome. She's super confident and hot. She's basically everything I could ever want in a woman. And, she's a great kisser too, though that's something I just learned recently."

"So far, this all sounds like good news."

"Oh yeah, it's all great news. The next part is my personal favorite!"

"And what part is that?"

"The part where I reveal that I'm the most moronic human to walk the face of the earth, and should not be trusted with any sort of possibly romantic relationship." The therapist sighed.

"Please continue."

"So fast forward to yesterday. We'd been kinda avoiding each other over the last few days, neither of us really wanting to approach the subject. That's when she decided to show up at my room yesterday to tell me why she kissed me."

"And?" Henry sighed heavily, his shoulders dipping visibly with his self-frustrated look.

"She said that she did it because she saw how upset I was about my leg. And I responded in the worst possible way. I insinuated that it was her fault our platoon died," Henry cringed as he finished his sentence. The therapist broke from his usual detached manner of speaking.

"Why the hell did you do that?"

"Because I'm an idiot!" Henry's hands shot upwards to further emphasize exactly how much of an idiot he was.

"But why would you think that would be a good idea?"

"I wasn't thinking straight, I was just acting out of instinct?"

"You instinctually insult people who try to help you?"

"No, not really. Did you serve in the military?"

"No, I did not," the therapist replied, finally regaining his composure.

"In the military, we hold mental and physical toughness up on a pedestal, and those who can endure and overcome are held up more than all of the others. Those people are basically worshiped as gods amongst men, and their tales of might are passed down from soldier to soldier. Since 90% of downtime in the Army is spent telling tales, it shouldn't really come as a shock that everyone wants some of those tales told to new privates to be about them. Everyone has heard stories about soldiers who perform unheard of feats, both in and out of combat. Stories like getting confirmed kills with an MRE spoon and shielding your battle buddies with your own body as bullets rain down on you are always fun to tell, because it provides a sense of awe and it gives people something to strive for. You always want soldiers to want to fight the enemy with whatever they have available and to think of the unit before themselves. Those are all great things, and they generally help motivate people to give their best in everything they do so that they too can be immortalized in story."

"And that's all good, but what comes out of that is the fear of weakness," Henry continued. "The worst thing that can happen to a soldier is that they are considered the weak link. Those who get the label of being 'the weak link' are generally kind of shunned and considered outcasts. You don't really want to associate with That Guy who is always bringing the platoon down, even when it's not justified. For example, I knew a soldier who got permanent spinal nerve damage from their time in the Army. Because of that, they were on crutches and were unable to complete most of their daily tasks. And despite that they were medically unable to do certain things, and in all other areas was a top performer, they were generally thought of as being a 'second rate soldier.'" Henry readjusted the discussion back to the topic at hand.

"So when I heard Astrid say that she was trying to help me distract me from my legs, I heard that she thought I wasn't capable anymore. Not only that I proved that I wasn't capable of walking, but I also wasn't strong enough to fix my own thoughts, and it just hurt me more than I'd like to admit, especially coming from Astrid. She's kinda the only person who I… she's the best person I've... she's the one I… I don't know what honestly. I care about her more than anyone else, I trust her more than anyone else, she's the person whose opinion matters the most. And hearing that Astrid thought that I was that weak, I lashed out in anger."

"The general rule for the military is that when someone makes a comment that makes you look weak, you try to generally either make a joke about it and play it off, or whip back an insult that says 'yeah I may be weak, but at least I'm not as weak as you because of X, Y, or Z.' So in a moment of idiocy, I pulled the one card I knew that she was self-conscious about. Because in my stupid head, I reverted to 'if I make her realize she's weaker than me, then I'm no longer the weakest person.' And then once I said it, I realized exactly how big of a moron I was." Henry finished, almost breathless after his lengthy rant.

"I see." The therapist was sort of at a loss for words. Usually he would try to pry to figure out why his patient did a certain thing, but it was apparent that Specialist Haddock already knew why he did. Now he was trying to work damage control. If he could prevent him from hating himself for what he did, then he'd consider that a victory, at least for now.

"What do I do now, doc?"

"I'm assuming you tried to apologize already, right?"

"Yeah, I did. It didn't really go over well. She didn't exactly want to listen to anything I had to say. Even if she did accept it though, I'd still be feeling guilty though. I was a huge asshole for no reason."

"Well, beyond getting down on your knees and begging for forgiveness, I'm unsure what your next step should be."

"That's not super helpful."

"I'm not a marriage counselor, I'm a therapist." Henry sighed.

"Yeah, I knew that, but I was hoping your knowledge of the brain would help me out somehow."

"Sorry, all the advice I can give you in that regard is based purely off of what I have learned from my marriage."

"Well, we're not married first of all, but if you have any advice I'd be more than willing to hear it."

"Well, bribery for starters. I know what my wife likes, so when I really mess up I try to at least soften her mood with something I know she would appreciate. Doesn't always work, but it shows I'm at least trying."

"Yeah, well I don't think the hospital would want me to bring her a new pistol or something. But thanks for the idea, anyway."

"Anytime. Let me know how it goes,"

"Will do, doc. Thanks."

Astrid sat in the DFAC, glaring at her food. How the hell had her world collapsed in the span of just a day? She stabbed her crappy army-cooked steak with the dulled knife, skewering it with vigor that can only come from a simmering rage. The anger that burned in her was the kind that starts in your chest with a throbbing pulse of emotion that heightens every sense with pure adrenaline, bursts of hatred seeming to shoot from every pore, and culminating in an all-consuming, mind altering state of unadulterated fury.

Henry you son of a bitch.

They had been the closest of friends. She had literally trusted Henry with her life, and more significantly, her weaknesses. And what did he do? He turned it against her in the blink of an eye. Why the hell had he even done that? No matter, she wasn't going to open herself up to that kind of bullshit again. Not a chance in the world.

Damn, she had even started to think that there was a possibility for more. They'd always been close, and then the kiss happened, and she was beginning to hope that some good could come out of her blunder. Not anymore, though. That ship had sailed. In fact, it had sailed over the horizon with a huge flag emblazoned with a middle finger in black and white, then caught fire and sank to the depths with no survivors.

Her all-consuming anger fizzled, replaced with the bitter mingling of doubt and sadness. If Henry, who had known her so well and had fought alongside harbored such ill thoughts about her, what did everyone else think?

Man, everyone must have thought she was such a loser. She had no friends, all the close ones she had inadvertently killed. Her family was nowhere to be seen. She could tell the nurses and doctors were feigning interest. They had a billion patients come through these halls, why should she be any different than any of the others?

She could feel the looks of pity on her in the DFAC. Look at that poor girl who had nothing left. Isn't that a damn shame? Oh well, better go back to eating my shitty army food and continue not actually giving a shit about her, just like everyone else.

Damn, what she'd give for a drink right about now. She suddenly understood why her some of the sergeants were raging alcoholics. She just wanted to numb what she was feeling right now; she just wanted to forget for a few minutes. Please.

"Astrid?" The voice brought back the burning anger with a fiery passion.

"Go kill yourself, Henry," she snapped with a glare. Henry gulped, suddenly gaining a great appreciation for the phrase 'if looks could kill.'

"Can I sit down?" He looked slightly fearful for his life at the moment. Astrid grabbed the terrible, DFAC steak knife in firm grip, twisting it slightly to point the blade at his good leg.

"I'm already responsible for one leg, should I take the second?"

"Astrid, seriously."

"Oh, I am most definitely serious," she gestured with the steel dangerously.

"Please let me explain, Astrid."

"There's nothing to explain," Astrid said, returning the knife to her plate in order to cut off a large chunk of steak which she promptly thrust into her mouth. "You hold me responsible for the death of our platoon. So do I."

"No, I don't."

"Not according to you. Your words were pretty clear yesterday."

"But I didn't mean it, you have to let me explain."

"Pretty sure I don't," she said through her chewing.

"But you should. I didn't mean what I said. Let me explain why I said it." Astrid's eyes narrowed to mere slits.

"Do you take me for a fool?"

"The exact opposite, that's why you should listen. You'd understand what I'm trying to say if I could just talk for a bit." Astrid grabbed the knife, flipping it around so the handle was facing towards Henry.

"If you take this knife, shove it up your urethra and twist, and then I'll consider it"

"Astrid, please. I'm not even asking for you to talk, just listen to me. Even if we aren't friends afterwards, let me explain. I'd feel like I'd be doing the rest of our platoon a disservice if I didn't try to repair what was left." Astrid stared at him threw narrowed eyes, her lips pursed. She didn't respond for a few seconds while she considered her response.

"That's pretty low. I'll give you five minutes." Astrid turned her wrist towards her so she could watch the seconds tick by. "Starting now," she said, flicking the knife like a conductor just as the next minute started. Henry sat down, all his thoughts and arguments rushing to his head in a whirlwind. He had thirty different things to say at the same time, and he could only choose one at a time. How could he choose just one? Each approach had its pros and cons, he only hoped he was choosing method that Astrid would understand the best.

"See, I didn't mean it. It was something I said rashly because I was angry. You see earlier in the day I had been struggling with lightweight squats, and," Henry stumbled over his words, realizing he had just tried to start three different arguments at once. He backtracked, starting over.

"See, when you came into my room and said that you were trying to fix me, I thought that you meant—"

"Well what do we have here?" A large, barrel-chested man with the closest high-and-tight haircut Astrid had ever seen pulled up a chair at the table. Astrid couldn't help but notice the black eagle with outspread wings adorning the center of the man's chest as well as the scroll that adorned his left sleeve. "Colonel Steve Haddock," he said, shaking Astrid's hand with a firm but gentle handshake.

"Dad, what are you doing here?" Henry said, aghast.

"You know how hard it was to find you in here?" Col. Haddock said, turning towards Henry. "The nurses directed me to your room but you weren't there. It was a lucky coincidence that I happened to see you through the window."

"You're Henry's father?" Astrid said in surprise.

"That I am! I see you're already well acquainted with my boy," Col. Haddock leaned back in his chair with a large grin.

"Yes, sir. I am. I was." Col. Haddock either missed or ignored the daggers that Astrid shot at Henry.

"You must be Specialist Hofferson, the other warrior that made it out." Astrid frowned.

"That's one way of putting it." Henry grabbed his father's attention before he could do any more damage.

"Dad, what are you doing here? I was kind of in the middle of a conversation with Astrid."

"Yeah, but I thought I should stop by for some father-son bonding time. It's been so long since we've been able to hang out, I thought you might appreciate it."

"Now is not a good time," Henry said with a firm edge in his voice.

"Nonsense, there's no such thing as a bad time to spend time with your ol' man! It's not like the lass who cost you your leg is more important than your father. One of us brought you into the world, and the other brought part of you out of it!" Col. Haddock nudged Astrid with an elbow, trying to make sure that it was obvious he was joking.

Astrid's head looked like it was about to explode. Her whole face flushed, a vein pulsed on her forehead and every muscle in her neck shot outwards, pressing hard on the skin. She let an angry hiss pass through her lips as she locked eyes on Henry. Henry's eyes bulged in shock, as he gaped at his father.

"Dad!" Henry gasped.

"Wow, this makes so much sense," Astrid spat venomously. Astrid hurled her plate at Henry, covering him in an assortment of mushy veggies, chewy meat, and miscellaneous sauces. She jumped to her feet; her chair skittered backwards, finally toppling over a few feet from the table. Astrid stormed out of the room, a cloud of anger following her every step.

"Wow, she's wound up tight. I thought she would be able to take a simple joke," Henry's father said. "So anyways, now that she's gone, want to go do something, just you and I?"

"Shut up!" Henry nearly shouted, grabbing two fistfuls of his own hair. Col. Haddock was taken aback for a second.

"That's no way to talk to your father," he finally returned.

"No, that's a perfectly reasonable way to talk to a stranger who just burst into a conversation and ruined a very delicate situation! You had no idea what we were talking about or what the hell you just did!"

"Son—"

"No, please shut up. You destroyed your relationship with mom, you did the same with me. You were never there for either of us, and when you were there you were insufferable! And I thought that maybe if I joined the military and made you proud, then maybe you'd take time to care about me again, but apparently I was wrong. Because even when I was, you didn't show up for my graduation from basic training, or from anything. And when I get shot to hell, you still don't even show up! It took you a month and a half to show your face. Where the hell were you?" Henry stood up at the table, his rant not quite finished yet.

"So now, after all these years of not giving a shit, you decide to show up and ruin the chance I had to recover my relationship with Astrid? She actually thinks that she's the reason why the platoon was KIA and why I lost my leg. She genuinely believes that. I made a stupid comment and made it worse, which I was in the middle of apologizing for. Now, you show up and mess things up even more. In fact, whatever chance I had now gone. Thanks for that." Henry paused in his tirade to take a breath.

"Son—" Col. Haddock tried to start talking again, a sad resignation in his voice.

"No! Not done yet. You really messed things up. So please, just f…" Henry's voice trailed off. He shook his head in frustration. "Never mind, I'm done." He scrunched up his face in anger. Henry pushed away from the table, walking off in a huff.

Col. Haddock watched as Henry limped quickly away. His eyes were drawn to his left leg. He noticed how the fabric folded around the unnaturally narrow limb. With a sigh, he dropped his head into his hands. What had he done?

Astrid throttled the lamp that stood in the corner of the room. Unfortunately, she couldn't quite muster the strength to snap its spindly, metal neck in half. Of course this was going to happen. She hadn't really gone out searching for public validation of her failures, but they came to her anyways. Funny how just when you think life has kicked you the hardest it finds a way to curb-stomp you into submission.

Her grip slipped slightly, infuriating her just a bit more. She turned, slamming the lamp into the bed like a makeshift battle axe. Had the damn thing had a blade, she would have put it through the bed and embedded it deeply into the floor. She tried to regain her composure as she heard two knocks at the door. Apparently someone had heard her and was coming in to make sure she was ok.

"Enter," she said with a forced calm in her voice. She really didn't want to see the man who stood in the doorway.

"Can I come in?" Col Haddock said quietly.

"What the fuck do you want?" Astrid glanced down at the eagle on the man's chest. "…sir," she added at the end.

"I'm a horrible father," he began.

"Sir, get out of my room."

"If you please give me a chance to explain and apologize. Henry explained what was happening, I didn't know." How familiar this whole thing felt. Astrid really wanted to throw this guy out, but he was a full bird colonel. She did have to respect him, or pretend to. She opted to just say nothing and glare at him angrily hoping he'd take it upon himself to leave.

"I'll make it brief, I promise," he began. "I'm a horrible father. I love Henry, I really do, but I'm terrible at building a meaningful relationship with him. When he was born, my only thought was to do everything in my power to set him up for success. I wanted him to be smarter than me, stronger than me, and for him to not have to suffer through the same mistakes I made in life."

"So early on, I threw myself into my career. My rationale was 'if I can keep him safe, he'll be able to do achieve greatness without fear of harm.' And so I did everything I could to keep him and my wife Valery safe. I went to the toughest Army schools, became the best soldier I could be, and then I led even tougher soldiers into combat, and returned each time convinced that I was doing the best I could to protect them."

"The irony is that with every attempt to do right by my family I drove them further away. Every time I left to train, I was spending time with the Army instead of spending time with them. Every time I came back from deployment I would take my hyper-vigilance from the combat zone and turn it to protecting my family. Every attempt I made to keep them safe made Valery feel like I was trying to control them. When I obsessed about keeping the doors locked, Valery thought I was trying to order her around like she was a soldier. And so eventually after years of protecting my family, the woman I married was now a stranger. So much so that it didn't even register when we finally got a divorce, there was just nothing between us anymore."

"I tried to show Henry how I loved him by defending him, but I was never there enough for him to know any of that. Eventually, he joined the Army too. I had hoped to keep him out of the fighting, to keep him safe. However, I fully supported his decision to try to protect others, just like I had tried to protect him. But you know better than I what happened, and now he's here. So I thought to myself 'what an opportunity to regain the family that I lost,' and this was the result of that. I thought if I could go in and make light hearted jokes about everything, kinda like he does, I'd be able to show him that there's an actual person left in his father."

"The joke I made I thought 'this is so ridiculous, nobody would think this about a wounded hero' but apparently you actually thought it might have been your fault. Which is absurd, there's no way it was your fault, and I'm sorry if I reinforced that notion, because it's just not true."

"Anyways, I just wanted to say don't hold my failures as a father against my son. It was my failures that made me want to re-connect in the horrible way that I did. And not only did I cause a rift between you two, I severed all possibilities of having an actual family again, and I can't fix that."

"My son and I may share genetic traits of saying idiotic things, but he's a good man and a tough soldier. He's far tougher than I, there's no way I could have endured what you and he went through. If there's one thing I've learned in the Army it's that you don't become a tough person by not caring. Nobody wakes up and goes 'boy do I feel like I haven't suffered enough today.' Everyone who endures great suffering has something that they care about deeply to push them through. I know for a fact that he doesn't care about me, and it's obvious he cares about you a great deal. Of all the things I regret, I think I'd regret it the most if my actions disrupted that bond that the two of you have."

"Anyways, that's all I wanted to say. I'll be going now. If you see Henry, let him know I said goodbye and that I love him, will you? I'd tell him myself, but I don't want to mess up whatever tiny strands of good will he has left towards me by making myself into a bigger idiot." Astrid stood there silently, having watched the colonel intently through his whole spiel. Her jaw softened as she finally spoke.

"You should tell him yourself anyway."

"I don't think he wants to talk to me. Anyways, goodbye and goodnight. Thanks for listening, at least."

"No problem, sir."

Col. Haddock nodded, slowly shutting the door as he retreated.


End file.
